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Introduction 


Pre-text: Religion in the 1980s 


Religion in the 1980s “went public” in a dual sense. It entered the ““pub- 
lic sphere” and gained, thereby, “publicity.” Various “publics”—the 
mass media, social scientists, professional politicians, and the “public at 
large” —suddenly began to pay attention to religion. The unexpected 
public interest derived from the fact that religion, leaving its assigned 
place in the private sphere, had thrust itself into the public arena of 
moral and political contestation. Above all, four seemingly unrelated yet 
almost simultaneously unfolding developments gave religion the kind of 
global publicity which forced a reassessment of its place and role in the 
modern world. These four developments were the Islamic revolution in 
Iran; the rise of the Solidarity movement in Poland; the role of Catholi- 
cism in the Sandinista revolution and in other political conflicts through- 
out Latin America; and the public reemergence of Protestant fundamen- 
talism as a force in American politics. 

During the entire decade of the 1980s it was hard to find any serious 
political conflict anywhere in the world that did not show behind it the 
not-so-hidden hand of religion. In the Middle East, all the religions and 
fundamentalisms of the region—Jewish, Christian, and Muslim—fed by 
old power struggles, were meeting each other in civil and uncivil wars. 
Old feuds between the various world religions and between branches 
of the same religions were flaring up again from Northern Ireland to 
Yugoslavia, from India to the Soviet Union. Simultaneously, religious 
activists and churches were becoming deeply involved in struggles for 
liberation, justice, and democracy throughout the world. Liberation the- 
ologies were spreading beyond Latin America, acquiring new forms and 
names, African and Asian, Protestant and Jewish, black and feminist. 
With the collapse of socialism, liberation theology seemed the only “‘In- 
ternational” that was left. 

The decade, which began in 1979 with the Iranian and Nicaraguan 
revolutions, the visit of the Polish pope to Poland, and the establishment 
of the “Moral Majority,” ended as dramatically and as ambiguously as 
it had begun, with the Salman Rushdie “affair,” the death of Ayatollah 
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Khomeini, the final triumph of Solidarity reverberating throughout East- 
ern Europe, and Gorbachev’s visit to the pope. It was symbolically fitting 
that even the Romanian Revolution was sparked by a Hungarian Re- 
formed pastor. No less telling was the fact that in El Salvador the decade 
which had opened with the assassination of Archbishop Romero closed 
with the murder of yet six more Jesuits by state terror. 

Throughout the decade religion showed its Janus face, as the carrier 
not only of exclusive, particularist, and primordial identities but also of 
inclusive, universalist, and transcending ones. The religious revival sig- 
naled simultaneously the rise of fundamentalism and of its role in the 
resistance of the oppressed and the rise of the “powerless.” Ali Shariati, 
the intellectual father of the Islamic revolution, in translating Franz 
Fanon’s Les Damnés de la Terre, chose the resonant Koranic term 
mostaz'afin (the disinherited). The term “the disinherited of the earth” 
was to occupy a central place in the rhetoric of the Islamic revolution.' 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, the father of liberation theology, effected a similar 
transvaluation from secular back to religious categories when he turned 
the proletariat into the biblical los pobres. “The eruption of the poor in 
history” became one of the central categories of Gutiérrez’s eschatologi- 
cal theology.” A similar term, “the power of the powerless,” was coined 
by Vaclav Havel, the father of the “velvet” revolution.’ It all looked like 
modernization in reverse, from rational collective action back to primi- 
tive rebellion. 

It is unlikely that these are mere historical coincidences. They can be 
seen rather as examples of biblical prophetic politics linking the Middle 
East, Latin America, and Eastern Europe. The transvaluation of values 
which, according to Nietzsche, biblical slave morality had introduced 
into the dynamics of classical aristocratic civilization was apparently still 
at work. The archetypal dream of a liberating Exodus from enslavement 
had not yet lost its utopian, eschatological force.‘ 

I have selectively left out of my account of religion in the 1980s many 
other religious phenomena which also gained wide publicity throughout 
the decade and certainly had public and political significance, but which 
were not in themselves varieties of what 1 call “public” religion. 1 have 
in mind such phenomena as “New Age” spirituality; the growth of cults 
and the ensuing controversies surrounding them; televangelism with all 
its peccadillos; the collective suicide of the residents of the People’s Tem- 
ple in Jonestown; the spread of evangelical Protestantism in Latin 
America; the rapid growth of Islam in the United States; the seriousness 
with which so many people in modern secular societies—including 
Nancy Reagan while at the White House—took astrology; the fact that 
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Manuel Noriega may have practiced voodoo; or the fact that most peo- 
ple everywhere continued to practice, or not to practice, religion in the 
1980s in the same way they had in the 1970s. 

Those were significant religious phenomena, and any comprehensive 
history of religion in the 1980s would have to include them. It is likely 
that quantitative surveys would select precisely those phenomena as be- 
ing the typical, normal, and relevant ones. Nevertheless, one could still 
argue that they were not particularly relevant either for the social sci- 
ences or for the self-understanding of modernity, at least insofar as they 
do not present major problems of interpretation. They fit within expecta- 
tions and can be interpreted within the framework of established theories 
of secularization. As bizarre and as new as they may be, they can none- 
theless be taken for granted as typical or normal phenomena in the 
modern world. They can be classified as instances of “private” or of 
what Thomas Luckmann called “invisible” religion. Such religious phe- 
nomena per se do not challenge either the dominant structures or the 
dominant paradigms. 

What was new and unexpected in the 1980s was not the emergence 
of “new religious movements,” “religious experimentation” and “new 
religious consciousness”—all phenomena which caught the imagination 
of social scientists and the public in the 1960s and 1970s*—but rather 
the revitalization and the assumption of public roles by precisely those 
religious traditions which both theories of secularization and cyclical 
theories of religious revival had assumed were becoming ever more mar- 
ginal and irrelevant in the modern world. Indeed, as Mary Douglas has 
rightly pointed out, “No one credited the traditional religions with 
enough vitality to inspire large-scale political revolt.’’® 

The central thesis of the present study is that we are witnessing the 
“deprivatization” of religion in the modern world. By deprivatization I 
mean the fact that religious traditions throughout the world are refusing 
to accept the marginal and privatized role which theories of modernity 
as well as theories of secularization had reserved for them. Social move- 
ments have appeared which either are religious in nature or are challeng- 
ing in the name of religion the legitimacy and autonomy of the primary 
secular spheres, the state and the market economy. Similarly, religious 
institutions and organizations refuse to restrict themselves to the pastoral 
care of individual souls and continue to raise questions about the inter- 
connections of private and public morality and to challenge the claims 
of the subsystems, particularly states and markets, to be exempt from 
extraneous normative considerations. One of the results of this ongoing 
contestation is a dual, interrelated process of repoliticization of the pri- 


6 Part I 


vate religious and moral spheres and renormativization of the public 
economic and political spheres. This is what I call, for lack of a better 
term, the “deprivatization” of religion. 

I do not mean to imply that the deprivatization of religion is some- 
thing altogether new. Most religious traditions have resisted all along the 
process of secularization as well as the privatization and marginalization 
which tend to accompany this process. If at the end they accepted the 
process and accommodated themselves to the differentiated structures of 
the modern world, they often did so only grudgingly. What was new 
and became “news” in the 1980s was the widespread and simultaneous 
character of the refusal to be restricted to the private sphere of religious 
traditions as different as Judaism and Islam, Catholicism and Protestant- 
ism, Hinduism and Buddhism, in all “three worlds of development.” 

The inelegant neologism ““deprivatization” has a dual purpose, polem- 
ical and descriptive. It is meant, first, to call into question those theories 
of secularization which have tended not only to assume but also to 
prescribe the privatization of religion in the modern world. Yet, while I 
agree with many of the criticisms that have been raised lately against 
the dominant theories of secularization, I do not share the view that 
secularization was, or is, a myth. The core of the theory of secularization, 
the thesis of the differentiation and emancipation of the secular spheres 
from religious institutions and norms, remains valid. But the term “depri- 
vatization” is also meant to signify the emergence of new historical devel- 
opments which, at least qualitatively, amount to a certain reversal of 
what appeared to be secular trends. Religions throughout the world are 
entering the public sphere and the arena of political contestation not 
only to defend their traditional turf, as they have done in the past, but 
also to participate in the very struggles to define and set the modern 
boundaries between the private and public spheres, between system and 
life-world, between legality and morality, between individual and soci- 
ety, between family, civil society, and state, between nations, states, civi- 
lizations, and the world system. 

Basically, one can draw two lessons from religion in the 1980s. The 
first is that religions are here to stay, thus putting to rest one of the 
cherished dreams of the Enlightenment. The second and more important 
lesson is that religions are likely to continue playing important public 
roles in the ongoing construction of the modern world. This second 
lesson in particular compels us to rethink systematically the relationship 
of religion and modernity and, more important, the possible roles reli- 
gions may play in the public sphere of modern societies, In this respect, 
the story of religion in the 1980s serves literally only as a pre-text for 
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The Text: The Structure of the Book 


The book itself is a study, both theoretical and empirical, of public 
religions in the modern world. The first two chapters address this task 
theoretically, trying to answer a question which, at least implicitly, 
would seem to be a contradiction in terms for theories of secularization 
as well as for most theories of modernity, namely, what are the condi- 
tions of possibility for modern public religions? 

Chapter 1, “Secularization, Enlightenment, and Modern Religion,” 
offers a critical review of the concept and the theory of secularization, 
embedded in a historical account of the development of Western moder- 
nity. It argues that the deprivatization of religion forces us to rethink 
and reformulate, but not necessarily to abandon uncritically, existing 
theories of secularization. The analysis shows that what passes for a 
single theory of secularization is actually made up of three different 
propositions: secularization as religious decline, secularization as differ- 
entiation, and secularization as privatization. It stresses the need to dif- 
ferentiate analytically and to evaluate differently the three main premises 
of the classical paradigm. The assumption that religion will tend to disap- 
pear with progressive modernization, a notion which has proven patently 
false as a general empirical proposition, is traced genealogically back to 
the Enlightenment critique of religion. The analysis affirms that the thesis 
of the differentiation of the religious and secular spheres is the still defen- 
sible core of the theory of secularization. But it holds the related proposi- 
tion that modern differentiation necessarily entails the marginalization 
and privatization of religion, or its logical counterpart that public reli- 
gions necessarily endanger the differentiated structures of modernity, to 
be no longer defensible. 

What we need are better theories of the intermeshing of public and 
private spheres. In particular, we need to rethink the issue of the chang- 
ing boundaries between differentiated spheres and the possible structural 
roles religion may have within those differentiated spheres as well as the 
role it may have in challenging the boundaries themselves. Chapter 2, 
“Private and Public Religions,” begins to address some of these issues. 
It does not try to develop either a general theory or a comprehensive 
and exhaustive typology of public religions. It is a partly theoretical, 
partly typological exercise which draws on two different traditions, the 
comparative sociology of religions and theories of the public sphere and 
civil society, in order to examine those forms of modern public religion 
which may be both viable and desirable from a modern normative per- 
spective. By “viable,” 1 mean those forms of-pubhc religioniiwhitlr ate 
not intrinsically incompatible with Uiffereritigtéd. modenr strithites. By 
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“desirable,” I mean those forms of public religion which may actually 
contribute to strengthening the public sphere of modern civil societies. 

The core of the book, chapters 3 through 7, offers empirical studies 
of what could be called varieties of public religion in the modern world. 
It presents five cases of transformation of contemporary religion, chosen 
from two religious traditions—Catholicism and Protestantism—in four 
different countries: Spain, Poland, Brazil, and the United States. Each of 
the case studies tells a different and independent story of transformation. 
In the case of Spanish Catholicism, the problem at hand is the change 
from an established authoritarian state church to the disestablished 
church of a pluralist civil society. In the case of Poland, the analysis 
traces the more subtle change from a disestablished church that protects 
the nation against foreign rule to a national church that promotes the 
emergence of civil society against a Polish authoritarian state. The chap- 
ter on Brazilian Catholicism analyzes the radical transformation of the 
Brazilian church from a state-oriented oligarchic and elitist institution 
to a civil society—oriented populist one. Moving on to the United States, 
chapter 6 analyzes the transformation of Evangelical Protestantism in 
America from its public hegemonic status as a civil religion during the 
nineteenth century to its sectarian withdrawal into a fundamentalist sub- 
culture in the late 1920s to its public reemergence and mobilization in 
the 1980s. The last case study analyzes the transformation of American 
Catholicism from an insecure sect to a defensive private denomination 
to an assertive public one. 

Since the criteria for choosing these particular case studies may not 
be self-evident, let me offer a rationale for the choice. From a hermeneu- 
tic point of view each story is intrinsically justifiable. Moreover, each of 
the five stories not only is interesting in itself but also serves to illustrate 
empirical instances of various types of public religion. Therefore, I have 
tried as much as possible to let the different stories speak for themselves 
without forcing an external analytical framework upon them. Placing all 
of them together, however, in a comparative-historical framework within 
a single sociological study brings out some asymmetries. 

First, the comparison involves one Protestant and four Catholic cases. 
Such an asymmetry could be problematic if one were setting out to 
compare Catholicism and Protestantism as “‘private”’ religions of individ- 
ual salvation. Viewed as salvation religions, Spanish, Polish, Brazilian, 
and American Catholicism are, despite some striking differences, funda- 
mentally alike. In terms of religious beliefs and practices, the interna- 
tional differences within transnational Catholicism probably are not 
greater than those which may exist between the various sectors of the 
Catholic population within each country. In any case, the four Catholic 
churches share the same basic doctrines, rituals, and ecclesiastical struc- 
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ture. As “public” religions, however, the various national Catholic 
churches have exhibited historically clear and fundamental differences. 
Indeed, the comparison of Spanish, Polish, Brazilian, and American Ca- 
tholicism seems to indicate that, at least since the emergence of the mod- 
ern state, the public character of any religion is primarily determined by 
the particular structural location of that religion between state and soci- 
ety. Therefore, in studying possible varieties of public religion, a compar- 
ative group made up of four Catholic and one Protestant religions may 
be justified fully if it is instrumental in helping to develop an internally 
consistent typology of public religions. 

Furthermore, the overconcentration on Catholicism can also be justi- 
fied on theoretical grounds. Catholicism served as the central focus of 
the Enlightenment critique of religion. It offered for centuries the most 
spirited, principled, fundamentalist, and apparently futile resistance to 
modern processes of secularization and modernization in all spheres. It 
fought capitalism, liberalism, the modern secular state, the democratic 
revolutions, socialism, the sexual revolution. In brief, it has been the 
paradigmatic form of antimodern public religion. In the mid-1960s, 
however, the Catholic church inaugurated a tortuous process of official 
aggiornamento to secular modernity and accepted the legitimacy of the 
modern age. Yet it refuses to become a private religion. It wants to be 
both modern and public. Indeed, since the Second Universal Council 
(Vatican II) it has kept a highly public profile throughout the world.’ 

A second obvious asymmetry results from the fact that the group 
under consideration appears to be composed of three integral units and 
two fractions of a much larger unit, that is, by three national churches 
with quasi-monopolistic control over the religious market in their respec- 
tive countries and two structurally very different denominations within 
a single, free, and highly pluralistic religious market. Again, the apparent 
imbalance may actually be theoretically helpful. Since freedom of religion 
and pluralism may be assumed to be structural conditions of modernity, 
the inclusion of two different denominations, U.S. Catholicism and Prot- 
estant fundamentalism, which illustrate different structural locations as 
well as different types of public religion within the same free and pluralis- 
tic religious system, may turn out to be an advantage in a comparative 
study which sets out to examine the conditions of possibility for public 
religions in the modern world. 

Finally, either from the temporal-developmental perspective of mod- 
ernization theory or from the spatial-developmental perspective of world 
system theory, questions could be raised about a study which includes 
countries at such different stages of modernization—that is, seculariza- 
tion—and which occupy such hierarchically asymmetrical positions 
within the world system. But the inclusion from the (no longer extant) 
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“three worlds” of development, or from the three world-systemic 
spaces—center, semiperiphery, and periphery—also turns out to be an 
advantage. If the study is able to show that public religions exist or have 
reemerged recently in all worlds of development, it will serve to support 
the assertion that the deprivatization of religion is indeed a global phe- 
nomenon.? 

The final chapter, “The Deprivatization of Modern Religion,” recapit- 
ulates the main theoretical arguments developed in the first two chapters, 
now substantiated by the historical evidence presented in the five case 
studies, draws out some comparisons and general conclusions from those 
studies, and reformulates more systematically the thesis of deprivatiza- 
tion, placing it in a more general and global perspective. 

I acknowledge, however, a real imbalance. The present study is clearly 
a Western-centered study, both in terms of the particular cases chosen 
for investigation and in terms of the normative perspective guiding the 
investigation. Certainly, it would have been highly desirable to include 
the Iranian revolution as an additional case study. After all, the public 
resurgence of Islam has been one of the main developments thrusting 
religion back into public view. Studies of the deprivatization of Judaism 
in Israel, or of the deprivatization of Hinduism in India, or of the depri- 
vatization of Buddhism in Burma would have been equally appropriate 
and desirable. Of course, such an immense task would have required a 
modification and expansion of my typology of public religions, of the 
theory of religious and political differentiation, and of the general analyt- 
ical framework employed in this study. While difficult, such a task would 
not have been impossible. 

Unfortunately, I have to plead limited time, knowledge, and resources, 
as well as a postmodern enhanced awareness of the dangers of excessive 
homogenization. 1 do not think, however, that non-Western cultures are 
“the other.” All human languages are translatable, and all discourses are 
ultimately comprehensible. The room for misunderstanding and misin- 
terpretation is certainly much greater in intercultural communications, 
but not necessarily different in principle from the dangers inherent in 
everyday communication, where we also frequently fail to get each 
other's messages. Moreover, anybody can be converted to any “faith.” 
After all, it is the enduring revelation which humanity owes to all the 
universalistic salvation religions that any human person—irrespective of 
gender, race, class, clan, caste, tribe, ethnos, etc.—may be “born again” 
into a new “self.” We are all—we have become whether we like it or 
not—citizens of one single human civil society. It is up to all of us 
either to find or to make the rules which will govern our unavoidable 
communicative discourse. 


1 Secularization, Enlightenment, 
and Modern Religion 


Who still believes in the myth of secularization? Recent debates within 
the sociology of religion would indicate this to be the appropriate ques- 
tion with which to start any current discussion of the theory of secular- 
ization. There are still a few “old believers,” such as Bryan Wilson and 
Karel Dobbelaere, who insist, rightly, that the theory of secularization 
still has much explanatory value in attempting to account for modern 
historical processes.' But the majority of sociologists of religion will not 
listen, for they have abandoned the paradigm with the same uncritical 
haste with which they previously embraced it. Indeed, some are mocking 
the rationalists, who made so many false prophecies about the future of 
religion, in the same way the philosophes before them mocked religious 
visionaries and obscurantist priests. Armed with “scientific” evidence, 
sociologists of religion now feel confident to predict bright futures for 
religion. The reversal is astounding when one thinks that only some 
twenty years ago practically nobody was ready to listen when, in the 
first “secularization debate,” the first voices were raised by David Martin 
and Andrew Greeley questioning the concept and the empirical evidence, 
or lack thereof, behind the theory of secularization. But how could any- 
body listen attentively then, when even the theologians were proclaiming 
the death of God and celebrating the coming of the secular city?? 

How can one explain this reversal? How could there have been so 
much myth before and so much light now? lt is true that much empirical 
counterevidence has been accumulated against the theory since the 
1960s, but similar counterevidence had existed all along and yet the 
evidence remained unseen or was explained away as irrelevant. The an- 
swer has to be that it is not reality itself which has changed, as much as 
our perception of it, and that we must be witnessing a typical Kuhnian 
revolution in scientific paradigms. Some may object to the use of the 
word “scientific” in this particular context. But there can be no doubt 
that we are dealing with a radical change in intellectual climate and in 
the background worldviews which normally sustain much of our social- 
scientific consensus. 
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At the entrance to the field of secularization, there should always hang 
the sign “proceed at your own risk.” Well aware of the traps, let me 
nonetheless proceed in the hope of introducing some analytical distinc- 
tions which, should they prove useful, may convince some of the unbe- 
lievers to take a second look before discarding a theory, some aspects of 
which may be not only salvable but necessary if we are to make sense 
of some important aspects of our past, of our present, and, 1 would say, 
even more, of our global future, Let me begin by introducing a distinction 
between the concept and the theory of secularization. Then 1 shall make 
a further distinction between three different moments of the theory 
which must be kept clearly apart.? 


Secularization as a Concept 


The distinction between the concept “secular,” or its derivation “‘secular- 
ization,” and the sociological theory of secularization proper is impor- 
tant because the concept itself is so multidimensional, so ironically re- 
versible in its contradictory connotations, and so loaded with the wide 
range of meanings it has accumulated through its history. Perhaps it 
would even be reasonable to abandon the concept, were it not for the 
fact that to do so would pose even greater problems for sociology.* The 
concept’s very range of meanings and contradictions makes it practically 
nonoperational for the dominant modes of empirical scientific analysis.’ 
Consequently, ahistorical positivist sociology has to reduce it to clear 
and testable hypotheses, easily verifiable through longitudinal surveys 
which try to count the heads, hearts, and minds of religious people. But 
to drop the concept altogether would lead to even greater conceptual 
impoverishment, for in such a case one would also lose the memory of 
the complex history accumulated within the concept, and we would be 
left without appropriate categories to chart and to understand this his- 
tory. A sociology of religion self-engrossed in the present of American 
secular society could perhaps afford to eliminate the concept, but 
comparative-historical sociology cannot do so.°® 

Let me recall only three historical moments of the concept to illustrate 
the way in which they are enmeshed with real historical processes of 
secularization. Looking at the concept’s etymology, we learn that the 
medieval Latin word saeculum had three undifferentiated semantic con- 
notations. The equivalent nouns in the Romance languages (secolo, siglo, 
siécle) have preserved those three meanings. The entry siglo in Cassell’s 
Spanish dictionary reads “century; age; world.” Yet, in the contempo- 
rary secular “age” and in the contemporary secular “world,” only the 
first of the three connotations, “century,” has preserved its usage in 


Secularization, Enlightenment, and Modern Religion 13 


everyday life, since the differentiation of time and space into two differ- 
ent realities, a sacred one and a profane one, became truly meaningless 
long ago, even in Catholic Spain. 

A related but different semantic moment comes from Canon Law, 
where secularization refers to what could be called a “legal action” with 
real legal consequences for the individual. Secularization refers to the 
legal (canonical) process whereby a “religious” person left the cloister to 
return to the “world” and its temptations, becoming thereby a “secular” 
person. Canonically, priests could be both “religious” and “*secular.” 
Those priests who had decided to withdraw from the world (saeculum) 
to dedicate themselves to a life of perfection formed the religious clergy. 
Those priests who lived in the world formed the secular clergy. When 
Max Weber designates as secularization the process whereby the concept 
of “calling”? moves or is relocated from the religious to the secular sphere 
to signify, now for the first time, the exercise of secular activities in the 
world, he is using as analogy the canonical meaning of the concept. 

Finally, in reference to an actual historical process, the term “secular- 
ization” was first used to signify the massive expropriation and appropri- 
ation, usually by the state, of monasteries, landholdings, and the mort- 
main wealth of the church after the Protestant Reformation and the 
ensuing religious wars. Since then, secularization has come to designate 
the “passage,” transfer, or relocation of persons, things, functions, mean- 
ings, and so forth, from their traditional location in the religious sphere 
to the secular spheres. Thus, it has become customary to designate as 
secularization the appropriation, whether forcible or by default, by secu- 
lar institutions of functions that traditionally had been in the hands of 
ecclesiastical institutions.” 

These historically sedimented semantic moments of the term ““secular- 
ization” only make sense if we accept the fact that, “once upon a time,” 
much of reality in medieval Europe was actually structured through a 
system of classification which divided “this world” into two heteroge- 
neous realms or spheres, “the religious” and “the secular.” The separa- 
tion between the two realms in this particular, and historically rather 
unusual, variant of the sacred-profane division was certainly not as heter- 
ogeneously absolute as Durkheim always thought it was. There was 
ample ambiguity, flexibility, permeability, and often outright confusion 
between the boundaries, military orders being a case in point. What is 
important to realize is that the dualism was institutionalized throughout 
society so that the social realm itself was dualistically structured.® 

The existence of “two swords,” the spiritual and the temporal, both 
of them claiming to possess their own autonomous source of cha- 
risma—a kind of institutionalized dual sovereignty—necessarily had to 
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be the source of much tension and open conflict, as well as of attempts 
to put an end to the dualism by subsuming one of the spheres under the 
other. The repeated “investiture” conflicts were the manifest expression 
of this ever-present tension. The theocratic claims of the church and 
spiritual rulers to possess primacy over the temporal rulers and, thus, 
ultimate supremacy and the right to rule over temporal affairs as well, 
were met with the caesaropapist claims of kings to embody sacred sover- 
eignty by divine right and by the attempts of temporal rulers to incorpo- 
rate the spiritual sphere into their temporal patrimony and vassalage. 

A similar dualist structure, with the same room and propensity for 
intellectual tension and conflict, became institutionalized in the emerging 
medieval universities, where faith and reason became separate but paral- 
lel epistemological foundations, supposedly leading to the one single 
Truth: God. Here also the absolutist claims of theology set in motion the 
counterclaims first of self-assertive rational philosophy, which rejected its 
ancillary relationship to theology, and then of early modern science, 
which asserted its claims that the Book of Nature should rank along 
with the Book of Revelation as separate but equal epistemological ways 
to God. 

This structured division of “this world” into two separate spheres, 
“the religious” and “the secular,” has to be distinguished and kept sepa- 
rate from another division: that between “this world” and “the other 
world.” To a large extent, it is the failure to keep these two distinctions 
separate that is the source of misunderstandings in discussions of secular- 
ization. One may say that, properly speaking, there were not two 
“worlds” but actually three, Spatially, there was “the other world” 
(heaven) and “this world” (earth). But “this world” was itself divided 
into the religious world (the church) and the secular world proper (saecu- 
lum). Temporally, we find the same tripartite division between the eter- 
nal age of God and the temporal-historical age, which is itself divided 
into the sacred-spiritual time of salvation, represented by the church’s 
calendar, and the secular age proper (saeculum). Ecclesiologically, this 
tripartite division was expressed in the distinction between the eschato- 
logical “Invisible Church” (the Communio Sanctorum), the “Visible 
Church” (the Una, Sancta, Catholica, Apostolica Roman church), and 
secular societies. Politically, there was the transcendental City of God 
(Heavenly Kingdom), its sacramental representation here on earth by the 
Church (the Papal Kingdom), and the City of Man proper (the Holy 
Roman Empire and all Christian Kingdoms). In modern secular catego- 
ries, we would say that there was natural reality and supernatural reality. 
But the supernatural realm itself was divided between nonempirical su- 
pernatural reality proper and its symbolic, sacramental representation in 
empirical reality. 
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We may say, therefore, that premodern Western European Chris- 
tendom was structured through a double dualist system of classification. 
There was, on the one hand, the dualism between “this world” and “the 
other world.” There was, on the other hand, the dualism within “this 
world” between a “religious” and a “secular” sphere. Both dualisms 
were mediated, moreover, by the “sacramental” nature of the church, 
situated in the middle, simultaneously belonging to the two worlds, and, 
therefore, able to mediate sacramentally between the two. Such a system 
of classification, of course, rested solely on the claims of the church and 
was able to structure reality accordingly only as long as people took 
those claims for granted. Indeed, only the acceptance, for whatever rea- 
sons, of the claim of superiority of the religious realm over the secular 
realm could have maintained within bounds the conflicts inherent in 
such a dualist system. 

Secularization as a concept refers to the actual historical process 
whereby this dualist system within “this world” and the sacramental 
structures of mediation between this world and the other world progres- 
sively break down until the entire medieval system of classification disap- 
pears, to be replaced by new systems of spatial structuration of the 
spheres. Max Weber's expressive image of the breaking of the monastery 
walls remains perhaps the best graphic expression of this radical spatial 
restructuration. The wall separating the religious and the secular realms 
within “this world” breaks down. The separation between “this world” 
and “the other world,” for the time being at least, remains. But from 
now on, there will be only one single “this world,” the secular one, 
within which religion will have to find its own place. If before, it was 
the religious realm which appeared to be the all-encompassing reality 
within which the secular realm found its proper place, now the secular 
sphere will be the all-encompassing reality, to which the religious sphere 
will have to adapt. To study what new systems of classification and 
differentiation emerge within this one secular world and what new place 
religion will have, if any, within the new differentiated system is precisely 
the analytical task of the theory of secularization. 

So far, our analysis of religion has been solely spatial-structural, in 
terms of the location of religion within the system of classification that 
served to structure the social reality of medieval Christendom. Nothing 
has been said about the individuals living in this social space, about their 
religious beliefs, their religious practices, their religious experiences, that 
is, about the private dimensions of individual religiosity. We may speak 
with some confidence about two of the public dimensions of individual 
religiosity. Membership in the church was practically one hundred per- 
cent. With some exceptions, such as among the Jews and some Muslims 
who were permitted to live in their special enclaves within Christendom, 
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membership in the church was compulsory and, therefore, in itself tells 
us little about individual religiosity. Everybody was a Christian. Even 
dissent and heresy, which encountered the same inhuman treatment they 
suffer in modern authoritarian states, were expressed regularly as a refor- 
mation of Christendom or as a sectarian return to the purity of origin, 
not as its rejection.? Concerning the so-called religious factor or conse- 
quential dimension of religion—that is, the extent to which behavior in 
the secular realm was influenced by religion—we may also say that since 
life in the saeculum itself was regulated, at least officially, according to 
supposedly Christian principles, by definition Christians within Chris- 
tendom led Christian lives. 

Naturally, like every society, Christendom had its share of offenders. 
In fact, the official doctrine was that everybody was a sinner. There were 
the venial sinners, the capital sinners, those who lived in permanent sin, 
and those who lived beyond the pale and were excommunicated. There 
was, to be sure, differentiation and tension between Canon Law, Roman 
Law, and Common or Germanic Law. But the differentiation between 
religious sin, moral offense, and legal crime was not yet clear. In any 
case, about the statistical distribution of the various categories of sinners, 
or about the extension and intensity of their religious beliefs, practices, 
and experiences, we have scant reliable or generalizable data. Even when 
historians are able to determine with relative certainty the proportion of 
priests and religious persons within society, this statistic in itself tells us 
little about their actual religiosity. We have sufficient information about 
widespread corruption in the papal court, about rampant hedonism in 
the monasteries, and about simoniacal priests. If the religious virtuosi 
led such lives, there is no reason to believe that ordinary Christians 
led more virtuous lives. Indeed, precisely because the official Christian 
structure of society guaranteed that everybody was leading Christian 
lives, it was not so necessary to stress personal devotion. It was the 
structure itself that was religious, that is, Christian, not necessarily the 
personal lives that people lived within it. Within this structure, there was 
much room for fusion as well as fission between Christian and pagan, 
official and popular forms of religiosity. It is from the records of the 
conflicts between orthodoxy and heresy and the tensions between official 
and popular religion that ethnologists and social historians are extracting 
new revisionist perspectives on medieval and early modern religion. 

Assuming that the ideal-typical characterization presented so far, as 
oversimplified as it may be, is nevertheless a fair one, we may say with 
certainty that the assumption that premodern Europeans were more reli- 
gious than modern ones reveals itself precisely as that, as an assumption 
in need of confirmation.'! Those versions of the theory of secularization 
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which begin precisely with such an unfounded assumption and conceive 
the process of secularization as the progressive decline of religious beliefs 
and practices in the modern world are indeed reproducing a myth that 
sees history as the progressive evolution of humanity from superstition 
to reason, from belief to unbelief, from religion to science. This mythical 
account of the process of secularization is indeed in need of ‘‘de- 
sacralization.” But this does not mean that we ought to abandon alto- 
gether the theory of secularization. What the sociology of religion needs 
to do is to substitute for the mythical account of a universal process of 
secularization comparative sociological analyses of historical processes 
of secularization, if and when they take place. 


The Theory of Secularization 


Any discussion of the theory of secularization, particularly any attempt 
to trace its genealogy and its history once it was incorporated into the 
social sciences, especially into sociology, where the theory eventually 
found its home, has to begin with the statement of a striking paradox. 
The theory of secularization may be the only theory which was able to 
attain a truly paradigmatic status within the modern social sciences, In 
one form or another, with the possible exception of Alexis de Tocque- 
ville, Vilfredo Pareto, and William James, the thesis of secularization 
was shared by all the founding fathers: from Karl Marx to John Stuart 
Mill, from Auguste Comte to Herbert Spencer, from E. B. Tylor to James 
Frazer, from Ferdinand Toennies to Georg Simmel, from Emile Dur- 
kheim to Max Weber, from Wilhelm Wundt to Sigmund Freud, from 
Lester Ward to William G. Sumner, from Robert Park to George H. 
Mead.!? Indeed, the consensus was such that not only did the theory 
remain uncontested but apparently it was not even necessary to test 
it, since everybody took it for granted. This means that although the 
theory or, rather, the thesis of secularization often served as the unstated 
premise of many of the founding fathers’ theories, it itself was never 
either rigorously examined or even formulated explicitly and systemati- 
cally. 

The foundations for the more systematic formulations of the theory 
of secularization are to be found in the work of Emile Durkheim and 
Max Weber. By freeing themselves from the positivist and the Enlighten- 
ment critiques of religion—even though Durkheim remained an avowed 
positivist and Weber always saw himself as a disenchanted product of 
the Enlightenment, duty bound to carry out without illusions and to its 
outer limits the task of scientific enlightenment—they established the 
foundations for the social-scientific study of religion.?* By separating the 
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question of the truth of religion from that of its symbolic structure and 
social function, Durkheim's sociology served as the foundation for later 
structural-functionalist analysis in anthropology as well as in sociology. 
Weber, on his part, by abandoning the obsession of reducing religion to 
its essence and concentrating on the task of studying its most diverse 
meanings as well as its social-historical conditions and effects, estab- 
lished the foundations for a comparative, historical, and phenomenologi- 
cal sociology of religion. 

For Durkheim as well as for Weber, it may be said that the sociology 
of religion stands at the center of their sociological work; that the theory 
of differentiation, though markedly different in both cases, forms the 
core of their sociological theories; and that the thesis of secularization 
forms the core of their theories of differentiation, serving both as the 
premise and as the end result of processes of differentiation.!* Strictly 
speaking, the theory of secularization is nothing more than a subtheory 
of general theories of differentiation, either of the evolutionary and uni- 
versal kind proposed by Durkheim or of the more historically specific 
kind of Western modernization theory developed by Weber. Indeed, the 
theory of secularization is so intrinsically interwoven with all the theories 
of the modern world and with the self-understanding of modernity that 
one cannot simply discard the theory of secularization without putting 
into question the entire web, including much of the self-understanding 
of the social sciences.!* 

Even Durkheim and Weber, however, while laying the foundation for 
later theories of secularization, themselves offer scant empirical analysis 
of modern processes of secularization, particularly of the way in which 
those processes affect the place, nature, and role of religion in the modern 
world. Even after freeing themselves from some of the rationalist and 
positivist prejudices about religion, they still share the major intellectual 
assumptions:of the age about the future of religion. Their prognoses may 
be different, but their diagnoses of the present share the view that the 
old historical religions cannot survive the onslaught of the modern 
world. Both take for granted that, in Durkheim’s words, “the old gods 
are growing old or already dead”?! and that, in any case, they will not 
be able to compete either with the new gods, which Durkheim believed 
modern societies would create for themselves, or with the modern poly- 
theism of values and its unceasing and irreconcilable struggle which, 
according to Weber, has resulted from the process of differentiation of 
the various secular spheres as they press to realize their own “internal 
and lawful autonomy.” The old churches, for Weber, remain only as a 
refuge for those “who cannot bear the fate of the times like a man” and 
are willing to make the inevitable “intellectual sacrifice.” 
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Notwithstanding the widespread consensus within sociology over the 
secularization thesis, it was not until the 1960s that one finds attempts 
to develop more systematic and empirically grounded formulations of 
the theory of secularization. It was then that the first flaws in the theory 
became noticeable and the first critics were heard.’ For the first time it 
became possible to separate the theory of secularization from its ideologi- 
cal origins in the Enlightenment critique of religion and to distinguish 
the theory of secularization, as a theory of the modern autonomous 
differentiation of the secular and the religious spheres, from the thesis 
that the end result of the process of modern differentiation would be the 
progressive erosion, decline, and eventual disappearance of religion. The 
new functionalist theory of secularization, formulated most systemati- 
cally in Thomas Luckmann’s The Invisible Religion, did not postulate 
the inevitable decline of religion in modern societies, only the loss by 
religion of its traditional societal and public functions, and the privatiza- 
tion and marginalization of religion within its own differentiated sphere. 
Since many of the “new” religions and religious movements of the 1960s 
and 1970s could be interpreted as instances of Luckmann’s “invisible 
religion,” few people used them as evidence against the theory of secular- 
ization, Only in the 1980s, after the sudden eruption of religion into the 
public sphere, did it become obvious that differentiation and the loss of 
societal functions do not necessarily entail “privatization.” 

In any case, the old theory of secularization can no longer be main- 
tained. There are only two options left: either, as seems the present 
inclination of most sociologists of religion, to discard the theory alto- 
gether once it is revealed to be an unscientific, mythological account of 
the modern world, or to revise the theory in such a way that it can 
answer both its critics and the questions which reality itself has posed. 


Three Separate Moments of the Theory of Secularization 


The main fallacy in the theory of secularization, a fallacy reproduced by 
apologists and critics alike that has made the theory nearly unserviceable 
for social-scientific purposes, is the confusion of historical processes of 
secularization proper with the alleged and anticipated consequences 
which those processes were supposed to have upon religion. As already 
mentioned, the core and the central thesis of the theory of secularization 
is the conceptualization of the process of societal modernization’? as a 
process of functional differentiation and emancipation of the secular 
spheres—primarily the state, the economy, and science—from the reli- 
gious sphere and the concomitant differentiation and specialization of 
religion within its own newly found religious sphere. To this central 
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thesis, which may be called the differentiation thesis, two other subtheses 
have often been attached which allegedly explain what will happen to 
religion as a result of this process of secularization. One subthesis, the 
decline-of-religion thesis, postulated that the process of secularization 
would bring in its wake the progressive shrinkage and decline of religion 
until, some extreme versions added, it eventually disappeared. The other 
subthesis, the privatization thesis, postulated that the process of secular- 
ization would bring in its wake the privatization and, some added, the 
marginalization of religion in the modern world. Only if we separate 
these three theses analytically can we fully make sense of the complexity 
of modern historical reality. 


The Differentiation and Secularization of Society 


To view modern historical transformations from the perspective of secu- 
larization means, to a large extent, to view reality from the perspective 
of religion, since the secular, as a concept, only makes sense in relation 
to its counterpart, the religious. The advantage of such a perspective 
derives from its ability to show the radical extent to which Western 
societies have changed precisely in this respect. The medieval dichoto- 
mous classification of reality into religious and secular realms was to a 
large extent dictated by the church. In this sense, the official perspective 
from which medieval societies saw themselves was a religious one. If the 
main category of thought was that dividing the religious from the secular, 
then everything within the saeculum remained an undifferentiated whole 
as long as it was viewed from the outside, from the perspective of the 
religious. Only the end of this dichotomous way of thinking permitted 
the secular realm to establish new perspectives from which it could view 
itself differentiatedly.* The fall of the religious walls opened up a whole 
new space for processes of internal differentiation of the various secular 
spheres. Now, for the first time, the various secular spheres could come 
fully into their own, become differentiated from each other, and follow 
what Weber called their “internal and lawful autonomy.” Weber’s the- 
ory of differentiation, as developed in his masterpiece “Religious Rejec- 
tions of the World and Their Directions,” is a theory of secularization 
precisely because it views this differentiation from the perspective of the 
radical clash of each of the spheres, as they follow their “internal and 
lawful autonomy,” with the charismatic religious ethic of brotherliness 
or with the organic social ethics of the church.?! 

The analysis of the same process of differentiation from the perspec- 
tive of the differentiation of each of the spheres not from religion but 
from one another would necessarily look different. Such a perspective 
would show that, in the particular case of the transition to modernity, 
some of the secular spheres, particularly the emerging modern absolutist 
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state and the emerging capitalist economy, were more lawful and more 
autonomous than the others. It would probably show as well that it was 
their differentiation from one another, their mutual dependence and their 
clashes, that more than anything else dictated the dynamics of the whole 
process.?? Actually, these two secular spheres, states and markets, now 
tended to dictate the very principles of classification which served to 
structure the new modern system. In spatial-structural terms we may say 
that if reality before was structured around one main axis, now a 
multiaxial space was created with two main axes structuring the whole. 
In the language of functionalist systems theory, each subsystem became 
the environment for the others but two subsystems became the primary 
environment for all. In the new spatial structure, therefore, the religious 
sphere became just another sphere, structured around its own autono- 
mous internal axis but falling under the gravitational force of the two 
main axes. Irrespective of which perspective we choose, however, it will 
show that the religious sphere now became a less central and spatially 
diminished sphere within the new secular system. Moreover, from the 
new hegemonic perspective of modern differentiation one may add that, 
now for the first time, the religious sphere came fully into its own, spe- 
cializing in “its own religious” function and either dropping or losing 
many other “nonreligious” functions it had accumulated and could no 
longer meet efficiently.? The theory of secularization does not need to 
enter into the controversial search for the first cause which set the mod- 
ern process of differentiation into motion. From its particular perspec- 
tive, it may be sufficient to stress the role which four related and simulta- 
neously unfolding developments played in undermining the medieval 
religious system of classification: the Protestant Reformation; the forma- 
tion of modern states; the growth of modern capitalism; and the early 
modern scientific revolution. Each of the four developments contributed 
its own dynamic to modern processes of secularization, that is, each of 
them was one of the carriers of the process of secularization. The four 
of them together were certainly more than sufficient to carry the process 
through.” 

The role of the Protestant Reformation can be analyzed at three differ- 
ent levels. At the very least, most observers will agree that the Protestant 
Reformation played a destructive role. By undermining the very claims 
to unity, sanctity, catholicity, and apostolicity of the church, which from 
now on will require the qualifiers Roman Catholic to distinguish it from 
other competing Christian churches, it destroyed the system of Western 
Christendom and thus opened up the possibility for the emergence of 
something new.” By destroying the old organic system, it helped to 
liberate, perhaps unwittingly, the secular spheres from religious con- 
trol.2° At a higher level, Protestantism may be viewed not only as the 
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corrosive solvent which made room for the new but also as the religious 
superstructure of the new order, as the religion of bourgeois modernity, 
as a religious ideology which, at a time when ideological and class strug- 
gles were still fought in religious garb, served to legitimate the rise of 
bourgeois man and of the new entrepreneurial classes, the rise of the 
modern sovereign state against the universal Christian monarchy, and 
the triumph of the new science against Catholic scholasticism.”’ There is 
finally the view that Protestantism, particularly what Weber calls “ascetic 
Protestantism,” not only helped to offer religious legitimation to pro- 
cesses already under way but itself through the introduction of new 
religious principles and new secular ethics served to impel and shape 
these processes in a particular direction, Protestantism would be from 
such a perspective not only a secularizing force but a form of religious 
internal secularization, the vehicle through which religious contents 
would take institutionalized secular form, thereby erasing altogether the 
religious/secular divide.? 

If the universalist claims of the church as a salvation organization 
were undermined by the religious pluralism introduced by the Reforma- 
tion, its monopolist compulsory character was undermined by the rise 
of a modern secular state which progressively was able to concentrate 
and monopolize the means of violence and coercion within its territory. 
In the early absolutist phase the alliance of throne and altar became even 
more accentuated or, properly speaking, it came actually into its own. 
New secular raison d’état principles of legitimation were mixed with old 
sacro-magical ones, and absolutist rulers claimed divine right along with 
thaumaturgic powers.”? The churches attempted to reproduce the model 
of Christendom at the national level, but all the territorial national 
churches, Anglican as well as Lutheran, Catholic as well as Orthodox, 
fell under the caesaropapist control of the absolutist state. The political 
costs of enforcing conformity became too high once religious noncon- 
formism turned into political dissent. The principle cuius regio eius re- 
ligio soon turned into the principle of religious tolerance and state neu- 
trality toward privatized religion, the liberal state’s preferred form of 
religion. Officially, church establishment may have lasted much longer, 
in some cases until today, but in the process the established churches 
have only become weaker and no longer able to emancipate themselves 
from the state. Of all religions, the “established” churches of secular 
states, caught as they are between a secular state which no longer needs 
them and people who prefer to go elsewhere if and when they want to 
satisfy their individual religious needs, are the least able to weather the 
winds of secularization.*° 

Before it became a self-reproducing system governed by impersonal 
laws, capitalism, that revolutionizing force in history which “melts all 
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that is solid into air and profanes all that is holy,” ?! had already sprouted 
within the womb of the old Christian society in the medieval towns. The 
church’s attempt to regulate the new economic relations in accordance 
with traditional Christian principles was bound to fail. No amount of 
economic casuistry could hide the distance between just price theory and 
capitalist profit or the irreconcilable conflict between the new capitalist 
relations and the traditional “moral economies,” that is, the com- 
munitarian brotherly ethics or the organic social ethics. Nor could 
the church’s ever more desperate official condemnations of usury stem 
the growth of financial and merchant capitalism, a growth to which the 
church’s own avid search for larger revenues contributed in no small 
part. No other sphere of the saeculum would prove more secular and 
more unsusceptible to moral regulation than the capitalist market. No 
other media of exchange and social interaction would prove as imper- 
sonal and as generalizable as “money.” Nowhere is the transvaluation 
of values which takes place from medieval to Puritan Christianity as 
radical and as evident as in the change of attitude toward “‘charity”— 
that most Christian of virtues—and toward poverty. The evangelical 
injunction “blessed be the poor,” which had led to the elevation of 
begging into a religious “profession” by the mendicant orders, turned 
into the condemnation of almsgiving and the view of poverty as a divine 
punishment for sin. Following Weber, one could distinguish three phases 
and meanings of capitalist secularization: in the Puritan phase, ‘‘asceti- 
cism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life” and secular 
economic activities acquired the meaning and compulsion of a religious 
calling; in the utilicarian phase, as the religious roots dried out, the 
irrational compulsion turned into ““sober economic virtue” and “utilitar- 
ian worldliness”; finally, once capitalism “rests on mechanical founda- 
tions,” it no longer needs religious or moral support and begins to pene- 
trate and colonize the religious sphere itself, subjecting it to the logic of 
commodification.”? 

The tension between faith and reason was intrinsic to medieval intel- 
lectual life. lt was the great achievement of medieval scholasticism, par- 
ticularly of the Aristotelian-Thomist synthesis, to have institutionalized 
the tension into an all-encompassing metaphysical system. Late medieval 
nominalism introduced such cracks into the system that it became neces- 
sary to search for new foundations, for new certainties and certitudes in 
the sphere of faith as well as in that of reason. Hence the similarities 
and parallelisms between the early modern revolutions in scientific, phil- 
osophical, and theological thought.” Only now could the three become 
clearly differentiated as they embarked on their separate modern jour- 
neys. It is well known that the conflict between the church and the new 
science, symbolized by the trial of Galileo, was not about the substantive 
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truth or falsity of the new Copernican theories of the universe as much 
as it was about the validity of the claims of the new science to have 
discovered a new autonomous method of obtaining and verifying truth. 
The conflict was not, strictly speaking, one between the contents of reli- 
gion and a particular scientific paradigm, but one between the church 
and the new method's claim to differentiated autonomy. Thus, the at- 
tempts of all the pioneers—Galileo, Kepler, and Newton—to enthrone 
the Book of Nature as a legitimate, separate but equal, epistemological 
way to God, along with the Book of Revelation.”* 

The attempt was successful in Puritan England but failed in Lutheran 
and, miserably so, in Catholic countries. The Puritans would become 
pioneers in the differentiated institutionalization of the modern scientific 
enterprise.” The Newtonian Enlightenment established a new synthesis 
between faith and reason, which in Anglo-Saxon countries was to last 
until the Darwinian crisis of the second half of the nineteenth century. As 
the Newtonian Enlightenment crossed the Channel, however, it became 
patently radicalized and militantly antireligious.* Science was trans- 
formed into a scientific and scientistic worldview which claimed to have 
replaced religion the way a new scientific paradigm replaces an out- 
moded one. The process of secularization now found new historical car- 
riers, the various militant secularist movements, ready to do battle with 
ignorance and religious superstition wherever they found it. Some of 
those, such as the British secularist movements, turned out to be rather 
innocuous and petered out, in part because society itself became largely 
secular.?” Others emerged in unexpected places, like the adoption in the 
second half of the nineteenth century by many Latin American states of 
“positivism” (Comtian or Spencerian) as official state ideology.?*? Others, 
however, turned nefarious, and not only for religion, as they gained state 
power. Parallel to its plans of forced industrialization from above and 
its war on the peasantry, the Soviet state undertook campaigns of forced 
secularization from above and its war on religion. The only official place 
left for religion in the Communist state would be the museums of athe- 
ism, where the antireligious tirades of the philosophes became enshrined 
in a petit bourgeois philosophy of history documenting the “ascent of 
man” from religious superstition to the zenith of scientific enlightenment, 
Marxism-Leninism in its Stalinist version.?” 

If one views secularization as a modern historical process and accepts 
the view that, above all, these four simultaneous developments—the 
Protestant Reformation, the rise of the modern state, the rise of modern 
capitalism, and the rise of modern science—set in motion the dynamics 
of the process by undermining the medieval system and themselves be- 
came at the same time the carriers of the processes of differentiation, of 
which secularization is one aspect, then it follows that one should expect 
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different historical patterns of secularization. As each of these carriers 
developed different dynamics in different places and at different times, 
the patterns and the outcomes of the historical processes of secularization 
should vary accordingly. Intuitively, even a superficial knowledge of the 
various histories tells one that this is the case, yet it is striking how few 
comparative historical studies of secularization there are.* 

If Protestantism, for reasons much more complex than the ones ad- 
duced here, is itself one of the carriers of secularization, then one should 
expect to find different patterns of secularization in Protestant and Cath- 
olic countries.*! If the modern state in its own right is also a carrier of 
processes of secularization, then one should expect that different patterns 
of state formation, let us say in France, England, and the United States, 
should also have some effect on different patterns of secularization. If 
science and even more so scientific worldviews are also autonomous 
carriers of processes of secularization, then one should expect that the 
different character of the Enlightenment in the Continent, England, and 
the United States, as well as the presence or absence of a militant critique 
of religion, would in itself also be an important factor affecting patterns 
of secularization. Only when it comes to capitalism has it been nearly 
universally recognized that economic development affects the “rates of 
secularization.” This positive insight, however, turns into a blinder when 
it is made into the sole main variable accounting for different rates of 
secularization. As a result, those cases in which no positive correlation 
is found, as expected, between rates of secularization and rates of indus- 
trialization, urbanization, proletarianization, and education, in short, 
with indicators of economic development, are termed “exceptions” 
which deviate from the “norm.” 

Only if secularization is conceived as a universal teleological process 
whose eventual final outcome one already knows, is it understandable 
that social scientists may not be particularly interested in studying the 
different paths different societies may take getting there. Moreover, if, 
as it has been proclaimed so often, the outcome is going to be “the 
death of god,” then it has to be possible to find simple measurable and 
generalizable indicators to determine how far along in the process the 
various societies are. Only the conviction that religion was going to 
disappear may explain the fact that the overwhelming evidence showing 
that different modern societies evince significantly different patterns of 
secularization could have been ignored or found irrelevant for so long. 


The Decline of Religion Thesis 


The assumption, often stated but mostly unstated, that religion in the 
modern world was declining and would likely continue to decline until its 
eventual disappearance was so widespread and dominant among social 
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scientists that only in the 1960s do we find the first theories of “modern” 
religion, namely, theories that ask themselves which specifically modern 
forms religion may take in the modern world. By “modern” I mean 
religions that are not only traditional survivals or residues from a pre- 
modern past but rather specifically products of modernity.* But what 
empirical evidence is or was there for the assumption that religion is 
likely to decline in the modern world? Since, unlike those who believe 
that this assumption is only a myth, I believe that there is some empirical 
evidence behind the assumption, let us first examine the evidence, before 
looking at the mythical components of the assumption. 

One should begin with some caveats. First, from a global perspective, 
sufficient empirical evidence is not available and that which does exist 
is very uneven and not conducive to comparison. But the evidence avail- 
able may be sufficient and adequate if one only wants to make some 
empirically informed statements which could serve as the point of depar- 
ture for further discussion. Second, one should keep in mind the well- 
known difficulties, apparently inherent in the field of religion, when it 
comes to evaluating the existing evidence. There is no consensus, perhaps 
there will never be, as to what counts as religion. Furthermore, even 
when there is agreement on the object of study, there is likely to be 
disagreement on what it is that one ought to be counting, that is to say, 
on which of the dimensions of religiosity (membership affiliation, beliefs, 
ritual and nonritual practices, experiences, doctrinal knowledge, and 
their behavioral and ethical effects) one should measure and how various 
dimensions should be ranked and compared. Finally, one should be very 
careful when applying to non-Western religions categories and measures 
derived from the study of Western religion.“ 

Nevertheless, on the basis of the tentative evidence gathered in Frank 
Whaling’s (ed.) Religion in Today's World,* one can begin with the 
following factual statements: 

—From a global perspective, since World War II most religious tradi- 
tions in most parts of the world have either experienced some growth 
or maintained their vitality. This has been the case despite the fact that 
throughout the world since World War II, there have been rapid in- 
creases in industrialization, urbanization, education, and so forth. 

—The main exceptions to this apparently global trend are the rapid 
decline of primal religions, the sudden and dramatic decline of religion 
in communist countries following the establishment of communist states, 
and the continuous decline of religion throughout much of Western Eu- 
rope (and, one could add, some of its colonial outposts such as Argen- 
tina, Uruguay, and New Zealand). 

How should one evaluate this tentative evidence? We may safely disre- 
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gard the evidence concerning the decline of primal religions, since it 
appears that people leave them often “under duress” and mostly for 
other religions (Muslim, Christian, etc.).* We may also disregard the 
evidence concerning the decline of religion in communist countries, since 
it is a clear case of state-imposed decline, which appears to reverse itself 
dramatically the moment state coercion either disappears or lessens. The 
contemporary religious revival in China and the dramatic revival of reli- 
gion along with nationalism in the former communist countries of East- 
ern Europe seem to confirm the reversibility of the process.“ 

What remains, therefore, as significant and overwhelming evidence is 
the progressive and apparently still continuing decline of religion in 
Western Europe. It is this evidence which has always served as the empir- 
ical basis for most theories of secularization, and one should not discard 
it lightly. Indeed, Western European societies are among the most mod- 
ern, differentiated, industrialized, and educated societies in the world. 
Were it not for the fact that religion shows no uniform sign of decline 
in Japan or the United States, two equally modern societies, one could 
still perhaps maintain the ““modernizing” developmentalist assumption 
that it is only a matter of time before the more “backward” societies 
catch up with the more “modern” ones. But such an assumption is no 
longer tenable. Leaving aside the evidence from Japan, a case which 
should be crucial, however, for any attempt to develop a “general” the- 
ory of secularization, we are left with the need to explain the obviously 
contrasting religious trends in Western Europe (meaning here all coun- 
tries and regions of Europe which were part of Western Christendom, 
i.e., Catholic and Protestant Europe) and the United States.* 

At least since the beginning of the nineteenth century, European visi- 
tors have been struck by the vitality of American religion and by the fact 
that Americans seem to be such a religious people when compared with 
Europeans. This impression was shared by Beaumont and Tocqueville, 
as well as by Thomas Hamilton, in the 1830s. Marx uses this evidence 
in his essay “On the Jewish Question” against Bruno Bauer to argue 
that since America is both the example of “perfect disestablishment” 
and “the land of religiosity par excellence,” it follows that Bauer’s pro- 
posal of political emancipation of the state from religion cannot be the 
solution to full human emancipation.*? The same argument could be 
used to demonstrate that industrialization, urbanization, scientific educa- 
tion, and so forth does not necessarily bring religious decline. 

We have, moreover, not only anecdotal evidence from European visi- 
tors. Historians have begun to show that the story of religion in America 
from 1700 to the present is one of ascension rather than declension, of 
growth rather than decline.* Longitudinal survey research also shows 
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that there has been no discernible decline of religion in America in this 
century.*? Since the evidence of decline in European religion, however, 
appears to be equally overwhelming, how do we explain these con- 
trasting trends??? 

Until very recently, most of the comparative observations as well as 
attempts at explanation came from the European side. Looking at those 
explanations, what is most striking at the outset is the fact that Europe- 
ans never seemed to feel compelled to put into question the thesis of 
secularization in view of the American counterevidence. Actually, the 
assumption that European developments are the modern norm is so un- 
questioned that, what from a global perspective is truly striking, namely, 
the dramatic decline of religion in Europe, does not seem to demand an 
explanation. What requires an explanation, though, is what they assume 
to be the American “deviation” from the European norm. Basically, the 
explanations tend to fall into two groups, both of which reveal a clear 
strategy to avoid having to question the paradigm of secularization. 

The first strategy, a casuistic one, is to rule out the American evidence 
as irrelevant. “Closer scrutiny,” so Weber’s argument goes, reveals that 
American religion itself has become so “secular” that it should no longer 
count as religion, because the functions it fulfills are purely secular 
ones.” Luckmann, in the first systematic attempt to explain “the differ- 
ences in the character of church religion in Europe and America,” uses 
a similar strategy to reach the similar conclusion that “traditional church 
religion was pushed to the periphery of ‘modern’ life in Europe while it 
became more ‘modern’ in America by undergoing a process of internal 
secularization.”** The second typical strategy, used more informally, is 
to resort to the “last resort,” “American exceptionalism,” and imply 
that America is the exception that confirms the European rule, the corol- 
lary being that the European rule does not need to be questioned. 

Turning the European explanation on its feet, what truly demands 
explanation are two things: namely, the striking European pattern of 
secularization, that is, the dramatic decline of religion there; and the fact 
that Europeans, and most social scientists, have refused for so long to 
face or to take seriously the American counterevidence. In other words, 
we need to explain the lasting convincing power of the secularization 
paradigm in the face of overwhelming contrary evidence. Here we can 
only hint at possible explanations to the two questions. A plausible an- 
swer to the first question requires a search for independent variables, for 
those independent carriers of secularization present in Europe but absent 
in the United States. Looking at the four historical carriers mentioned 
above, it is clear that neither Protestantism nor capitalism can serve as 
a plausible candidate. All the major American Protestant denominations 
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(Episcopalian, Congregationalist, Presbyterian, Baptist, Methodist) are 
basically transplants from British Protestantism.** Prima facie, capitalist 
developments in both places were also not as strikingly different as to 
warrant their consideration as a plausible independent carrier. The state 
and scientific culture, however, could serve as plausible independent vari- 
ables, since church-state relations and the scientific worldviews carried 
by the Enlightenment were significantly different in Europe and America. 

What America never had was an absolutist state and its ecclesiastical 
counterpart, a caesaropapist state church. This is what truly distinguishes 
American and European Protestantism. Even the multiple Protestant es- 
tablishments of the colonies were never strictly speaking caesaropapist 
churches. The denominational logic of American Protestantism was al- 
ready at work well before the constitutional separation of church and 
state. In the absence of state churches, the raison d’étre of nonconformist 
sects disappears as well, and all religious bodies, churches as well as 
sects, turn into denominations.** 

It was the caesaropapist embrace of throne and altar under absolutism 
that perhaps more than anything else determined the decline of church 
religion in Europe. The thesis is not new. It was put forth by Tocqueville 
and restated differently, because of his different normative perspective, 
by Marx.’ It becomes evident to American observers the moment they 
look at European trends.** It should have been evident to Europeans as 
well, had they looked at the striking differences within Europe itself 
between, on one hand, Catholic Ireland and Catholic Poland, which 
never had a caesaropapist state church, and, on the other, Catholic 
France and Catholic Spain. Besides, consistently throughout Europe, 
nonestablished churches and sects in most countries have been able to 
survive the secularizing trends better than has the established church.°? 
It is not so much the minority versus majority status that explains the 
difference but the presence or absence of establishment. One may say 
that it was the very attempt to preserve and prolong Christendom in 
every nation-state and thus to resist modern functional differentiation 
that nearly destroyed the churches in Europe. 

If church establishment explains to a large extent the decline of church 
religion, what explains the fact that the available evidence remained 
ignored and invisible for so long? Plausibly, one could answer, the same 
factor which maintains and sustains the taken for granted nature of every 
paradigm. Namely, as long as there is consensus within the community 
of practitioners that they already possess a coherent, consistent, and 
convincing explanation of the phenomena in question, there is no reason 
why one should look for alternative explanations when the available 
ones seem to work. The Enlightenment critique of religion provided the 
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social sciences with such an explanation, and this explanation apparently 
remained plausible as long as the basic assumptions inherited from the 
Enlightenment persisted. Surely, religious changes and overwhelming 
counterevidence eventually contributed to undermining the paradigm, 
but much of this evidence itself became visible only when new questions 
were asked as a result of a crisis, one could almost say, of a sudden 
collapse of the underlying assumptions.*% 

The Enlightenment critique of religion. To a certain extent, the En- 
lightenment critique of religion became in many places a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. The Enlightenment and its critique of religion became them- 
selves independent carriers of processes of secularization wherever the 
established churches became obstacles to the modern process of func- 
tional differentiation. By contrast, wherever religion itself accepted, per- 
haps even furthered, the functional differentiation of the secular spheres 
from the religious sphere, the radical Enlightenment and its critique of 
religion became superfluous. Ideas from the Newtonian Enlightenment, 
which in England were the respectable and established currency among 
scientific circles, educated publics, and even in the royal court, became 
seditious and sacrilegious in France and in continental absolutist Europe 
once Montesquieu, Voltaire, and others imported them. Forced under- 
ground into Masonic lodges and conspiratorial societies, these ideas re- 
emerged only more radicalized and spread wherever ecclesiastical institu- 
tions tried to maintain intellectual, political, or moral control over 
individuals or groups striving for emancipation from the absolutist state, 
from hierarchically stratified social relations, from the church, or from 
any “self-incurred tutelage.”*! 

The Enlightenment critique of religion had three clearly distinguish- 
able dimensions: a cognitive one directed against metaphysical and su- 
pernatural religious worldviews; a practical-political one directed against 
ecclesiastical institutions; and a subjective expressive-aesthetic-moral one 
directed against the idea of God itself. In its first cognitive phase, the 
Enlightenment critique was directed against those religious worldviews 
which stood in the way of the legitimation and institutionalization of 
modern scientific methods. As the natural sciences first and the social 
and cultural sciences later had to establish their autonomy and legitimacy 
against traditional religious-metaphysical explanations of nature, cul- 
ture, and society, those sciences began to inflate their own absolute 
claims to superiority over prescientific worldviews and their ability to 
provide total and exclusive explanations of reality. Reduced to a pre- 
scientific and prelogical primitive form of thought and knowledge, reli- 
gion necessarily had to disappear with the ever-progressive advancement 
of knowledge, education, and scientific worldviews. The “darkness” of 
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religious ignorance and superstition would fade away when exposed to 
the “lights” of reason. Naturally, such a critique of religion was particu- 
larly effective wherever the church was still committed to the medieval 
Aristotelian-Thomist metaphysical synthesis, resisted all modern cogni- 
tive heresies, and continued to claim absolute rights to the control of 
education. The same critique had to be less relevant wherever religion 
had freed itself from its ties to medieval scholasticism, either to establish 
new ties with the new science (the Newtonian synthesis in England and 
Scottish commonsense realism in America), or to abandon the external 
objective world of nature and society altogether and find a place in the 
interior subjective world of the human heart (the various forms of pietist 
and romantic religion).*? 

Once science was free to proceed “as if” God did not exist, however, 
it turned its own method to the analysis of the hypothesis of God. The 
first “scientific” explanacions of the origins of the first primitive religion, 
from which all later religions were supposed to have sprung, concluded 
that the genealogy of religion could be traced back either to the fears 
and impotence of primitive humanity in the face of the superior forces 
of nature; to the first bubbling and stammering attempts of the human 
mind to understand its own psyche, its own dreams and visions; or 
to the attempts of the first social groups to understand and represent 
themselves. Religion was therefore either primitive physics (naturism) or 
primitive psychology (animism) or primitive sociology (totemism), all of 
which would inevitably be replaced by the corresponding modern scien- 
tific paradigms.% With the replacement of religious worldviews by scien- 
tific ones, science would become, in Weber’s formulation, the final carrier 
of the universal process of disenchantment which religion itself had initi- 
ated by progressively freeing itself from magic. In the final act of this 
process, scientific worldviews themselves would succumb to the process 
of secularization as science, accepting its own self-limitations, disen- 
chanted its own “charisma of reason.” At the end of the process, sci- 
ence’s own self-misconceptions, as the path to true art, to true nature, 
to God, or to happiness, would reveal themselves as so many illusions.“ 

While the cognitive critique of religion was directed against the truth 
claims of religious worldviews, the practical-political critique was di- 
rected against the ideological functions of religious institutions. In their 
struggles against the absolutist alliance of throne and altar, the philo- 
sophes came almost naturally to an alternative explanation of the histori- 
cal origins of revealed religion. Fascinated by ancient mystery religions 
and by their own personal experiences with esoteric initiations into secret 
Masonic societies or forced underground into conspiratorial societies, 
the philosophes arrived at an explanation of religion as a grand historical 
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conspiracy between priests and rulers to maintain the people ignorant, 
subject, and oppressed. Voltaire’s écrasez l’infame served as declaration 
of war against the church and all ecclesiastical institutions. The radical 
Enlightenment reveled in exposing sacred texts as forgery, sacred prac- 
tices as contagious pathologies, religious founders as impostors, and 
priests as slothful hypocrites, imbeciles, or perverts. The same methods 
which Catholic rationalism had applied to popular religious superstitions 
and which sectarian Protestantism had turned against Catholic popery 
were now turned against revealed religion and any form of clericalism. 
Of the three forms of religion analyzed by Rousseau—‘‘the religion of 
man,” “the religion of the citizen,” and “the religion of the priest”— it 
is the third which “is so evidently bad that it would be losing time to 
demonstrate its evils.”® Indeed, the presence or absence of anticlerical- 
ism is the best indicator of the suitability as well as the effectiveness of 
the political critique of religion in any given country. 

All the branches of the Enlightenment agreed that this “‘religion of 
the priest,” the Roman church and all established churches, was bound 
to disappear with the fall of the ancien régime and the establishment of 
political liberties. But some currents of the Enlightenment balked at what 
they feared to be the consequences of a society without religion. A con- 
servative tradition, best represented by the deist Voltaire, who was mind- 
ful of the consequences atheism and libertine discourse could have upon 
his own servants, upheld the ancient theory of double truth, wanting to 
preserve the ancient distance between the agnostic educated elites and the 
superstitious masses. The liberal tradition, while favoring the “religion of 
man,” was tolerant of any religion as long as it was properly disestab- 
lished from the state and separated from the economy—as long as it 
was privatized. In such a form, liberal statesmen and entrepreneurs con- 
curred, religion was even useful. Generally, enlightened liberal thinkers 
had no difficulty in finding modern religious reality faithfully depicted 
in Gibbon’s celebrated passage on ancient religion: “The various modes 
of worship which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by 
the people, as equally true; by the philosopher, as equally false; and by 
the magistrate, as equally useful.” 66 

Another current, which will culminate in Durkheimian sociology, 
mindful of the anomic and unsolidary consequences of a society gov- 
erned solely by utilitarian norms and egoist self-interest, postulated the 
need for a new secular “civil religion” to play a societal, normative- 
integrative function. Only the radical materialists, Holbachian or Marx- 
ian, followed the logical consequences of their atheism. The Holbachians 
were convinced that the secular sovereign through the proper administra- 
tion of pain and pleasure could do without the need for religious legiti- 
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mation or normative integration. Not the priest but the hangman was 
the ultimate guarantor of social order.*? Marx, recognizing that religion 
was not only the ideology of the oppressor but also “the sigh of the 
oppressed creature” and “the inverted consciousness of an inverted 
world,” argued that the need for state repression, the need for religious 
consolation, and the need for false consciousness would last as long as 
their common source, class societies, endured. It was “the task of his- 
tory” to carry to completion the process of secularization initiated by 
capitalist development, to construct a fully rational, socialist society 
which would “strip off its mystical veil” and “offer to man none but 
perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations to his fellowmen and to 
Nature.” 

Marx’s critique of religion, however, already proceeds from “the an- 
thropological turn of the religious question.” © This anthropocentric turn 
was first developed by the Left Hegelians, most systematically in Feuer- 
bach’s theory of religion as “projection” and ““self-alienation,” was con- 
tinued in three different directions by Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud in 
their critiques of religion, and came together once again in the early 
Critical Theory of the Frankfurt school.” It is perhaps not surprising 
that the subjective, aesthetic, and moral critique of religion would emerge 
and be most effective in Lutheran Germany, while the cognitive and 
political critiques had thrived in Catholic France and somewhat belatedly 
and in milder form in Anglican England. After all, it was Luther who in 
his pamphlet The Freedom of a Christian had created a radical chasm 
berween the realm of freedom and the realm of unfreedom, assigning 
freedom to the “inner” man, to the “inner” sphere of the person, while 
the “outer” person was irremediably subject to the system of worldly 
powers.”* The external world of society and nature was literally left 
to the Devil, while religion underwent a visible process of subjective 
internalization. By withdrawing to the inner subjective expressive sphere, 
by becoming a pietist religion of the heart, Lutheranism and all modern 
forms of expressive religion became relatively immune to the scientific 
critique of religious worldviews and to the political critique of ecclesiasti- 
cal institutions. The sphere of politics was indeed the sphere of violence 
and evil. As a state church, the Lutheran church also partook of this 
sphere, but Lutheranism introduced the principle of a double morality, 
a secular one for the outer sphere of the “office” and a Christian one 
for the “inner” sphere of the person, so that the freedom of “inner 
religion” was assured.” 

If, as Engels pointed out, the publication of Feuerbach’s The Essence 
of Christianity was received with such a general enthusiasm and the 
book had such a liberating effect upon its readers, certainly upon the 
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Left Hegelians,?? it was because it expressed in the most simple and 
unambiguous terms a widely shared but not yet verbalized experience: 
that the essence of Christianity is humanity, that theology is anthropol- 
ogy, and that the object of religion, God, is nothing but the expression 
of the essence of man. Feuerbach insists that the point of departure of 
his atheism is not the cognitive positivist postulate that “religion is an 
absurdity, a nullity, a pure illusion,”” nor the political anticlerical postu- 
late that religion is a priestly conspiracy or that the Gospels are a forgery 
and “the life of Jesus” a myth but, rather, the recognition that religion 
itself teaches us atheism, since “religion itself. . .in its heart, in its essence, 
believes in nothing else than the truth and divinity of human nature.”?* 
Moreover, he added, he was not inventing anything since “theology has 
long since become anthropology.” Luther had already shifted the interest 
from God's ontological essence to what God is for man, that is, to 
Christology, and Schleiermacher had reduced religion to mere “feeling.” 
The consequences of such a reduction could only be, as Hegel pointed 
out in his critique of Schleiermacher, that religion, god, and the religious 
experience all would dissolve into mere subjectivism.”* Indeed, any theol- 
ogy that begins with human subjective states cannot but produce anthro- 
pological statements. Feuerbach could, therefore, conclude that religion 
is “the solemn unveiling of a man’s hidden treasures, the revelation of 
his intimate thoughts, the open confession of his love secrets.” ”° 

“To enrich God, man must become poor; that God may be all, man 
must be nothing.””” This being the secret of divine omnipotence and 
human impotence, it was time to reclaim as their own the self-alienated 
essence which humans had projected onto heaven. It was time to stop 
the sensual renunciation, the self-denial, religious asceticism in all its 
forms. For the young Marx, “It was now no longer a question of the 
struggle of the layman with the priest outside himself, but rather of his 
struggle with his own inner priest, with his priestly nature.””® If, as 
Feuerbach said, “religion is the dream of the human mind,” then not 
the positivist critique of theology but the psychoanalytic interpretation 
of dreams is the adequate method of critique of religion. It was time, as 
Freud said, to recognize that religious illusions expressed powerful hu- 
man desires longing to be fulfilled, that ‘‘as a universal obsessional neuro- 
sis” religion was based on the repression and displacement of instinctual 
impulses. lt was time for humanity to “come of age,” to abandon its 
infantile narcissism, to accept the reality principle, to reconcile itself 
with culture and to overcome all the discontents that result from the 
deprivations and instinctual controls which culture demands.”? 

Through his own method of deep psychological introspection, 
Nietzsche arrived at similarly radical but different conclusions. It was 
no longer a question of mere scientific atheism and the maturity required 
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to do without religion and without surrogate paternal authority. The 
naked truth unveiled by the genealogy of morals, much harder to accept 
than Freud’s reality principle and all the scientific facts, was that the 
entire structure of modern civilization, its rational secular moralities, 
and its religion of humanity were nothing but a secularized form of 
Judeo-Christianity—the cleverest revenge of that priestly caste which 
had proven to be unmatched wizards as carriers of the contagious hyste- 
ria of the ascetic ideal and as diverters of the course of resentment.* 
Precisely, for that reason, the infinite ocean left empty by the death of 
god could not simply be filled by humanity. Only the birth of the super- 
man, in possession of a transmoral conscience beyond good and evil, 
could surmount nihilism and avert the impending catastrophes modern 
societies were facing. 

All the thinkers of the nineteenth-century German Enlightenment and 
anti-Enlightenment, in reacting against Hegel’s last-ditch effort to estab- 
lish a Christian-philosophical synthesis, simply took for granted, like 
Feuerbach, that 


Christianity has in fact long vanished, not only from the reason but from the 
life of mankind, that it is nothing more than a fixed idea, in flagrant contradiction 
with our fire and life assurance companies, our railroads and steam carriages, 
our picture and sculpture galleries, our military and industrial schools, our the- 
aters and scientific museums.®! 


In such a world, whatever residual religion, if any, still remains becomes 
so subjective and privatized that it turns “invisible,” that is, marginal 
and irrelevant from a societal point of view. 


The Privatization of Religion Thesis 


The most elaborate and systematic formulations of the privatization of 
religion thesis are to be found in the works of Thomas Luckmann and 
Niklas Luhmann. The point of departure and main assumptions of the 
privatization thesis are that the process of secularization has largely run 
its course, that the process is most likely “irreversible,” and that the 
consequences of this process for the Christian or any other religion are 
the ones which Wolfgang Schluchter has summarized into two theses: 


(1) As far as the world views are concerned, largely completed secularization 
means that religious beliefs have become subjective as a result of the rise of 
alternative interpretations of life, which in principle can no longer be integrated 
into a religious world view. 

(2) As far as the institutions are concerned, largely completed secularization 
means that institutionalized religion has been de-politicized as a result of a func- 
tional differentiation of society, which in principle can no longer be integrated 
through institutionalized religion.?? 
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These two related theses were first elaborated systematically by Luck- 
mann and later reformulated by Luhmann in the language of systems 
theory. 

In The Invisible Religion, Luckmann radicalized the thesis of secular- 
ization by arguing, first, that traditional religious institutions were be- 
coming increasingly irrelevant and marginal to the functioning of the 
modern world, and that modern religion itself was no longer to be found 
inside the churches.’ The modern quest for salvation and personal 
meaning had withdrawn to the private sphere of the self. Anticipating 
later analyses of narcissism and of the “new religious consciousness,” 
Luckmann argued that “self-expression” and “‘self-realization” had be- 
come the “invisible religion” of modernity. Luckmann's explanation is 
tied to theories of institutional and role differentiation. Modern differen- 
tiation leads to a sharp segmentation of the various institutional domains 
whereby each domain becomes an autonomous sphere governed by its 
own “functionally rational” internal norms. The person qua person be- 
comes irrelevant for the functionally rational domains, which come to 
depend increasingly on abstract, impersonal, replaceable role perfor- 
mances. Since the individual’s social existence becomes a series of unre- 
lated performances of anonymous specialized social roles, institutional 
segmentation reproduces itself as segmentation within the individuals 
consciousness. 

Since religious institutions undergo a process of differentiation and 
institutional specialization similar to that of other institutional domains, 
religious roles also become specialized, “part-time roles” within the indi- 
vidual conscience. The more the performance of the nonreligious roles 
becomes determined by autonomous “‘secular” norms, the less plausible 
become the traditional global claims of religious norms. Consequently, 
“a meaningful integration of specifically religious and nonreligious per- 
formances and norms with their respective jurisdictional claims remains 
a problem.”** In principle there are several typical solutions to the prob- 
lem, from (a) “‘a prereflective attitude in which one shifts from ‘secular’ 
to religious performances in routine fashion” to (b) a reflective reconsti- 
tution of individual religiosity after some search to (c) the adoption of 
competing “secular” value systems.® Crucial is the fact that the individ- 
ual can and thus has to choose at least implicitly one of those solutions. 
Irrespective of the choice, the solution will be, therefore, an individualis- 
tic one. The free choice, in turn, determines the consumer attitude that 
the “autonomous” individual manifests vis-a-vis a widened range of op- 
tions. As a buyer, the individual confronts a wide assortment of “‘reli- 
gious” representations, traditional religious ones as well as secular new 
ones, manufactured, packaged, and sold by specialized service agencies, 
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out of which the individual constructs and reconstructs—either alone or 
in congregation with like-minded selves—a necessarily precarious pri- 
vate system of ultimate meanings. 

Significant for the structure of the modern world is the fact that this 
quest for subjective meaning is a strictly personal affair. The primary 
“public” institutions (state, economy) no longer need or are interested 
in maintaining a sacred cosmos or a public religious worldview. In other 
words, modern societies do not need to be organized as ‘‘churches,” in 
the Durkheimian sense, that is, as moral communities unified by a com- 
monly shared system of practices and beliefs. Individuals are on their 
own in their private efforts to patch together the fragments into a subjec- 
tively meaningful whole. Whether the individuals themselves are able 
to integrate these segmented performances into “a system of subjective 
significance” is not a relevant question for the dominant economic and 
political institutions—so long at least as it does not affect their efficient 
functioning adversely. In any case, it is amply evident that capitalist 
markets and administrative states can live with a lot of individual and 
social “anomie” before reaching a Durkheimian crisis of social integra- 
tion. Luckmann shows, moreover, how the modern sanctification of 
“subjective autonomy” and the retreat of the individual to the private 
sphere serves de facto to legitimate and reinforce the “autonomy of the 
primary institutions.” In this respect, Durkheim was correct in viewing 
“the cult of the individual” as a social product, as the new social form 
of religion which modern societies have created for themselves. But as 
Luckmann points out, “By bestowing a sacred quality upon the increas- 
ing subjectivity of human existence it supports not only the secularization 
but also what we called the dehumanization of the social structure.” 86 
Luckmann concludes by noting pessimistically that even though one may 
view such ““dehumanizing” modern trends as undesirable, they may have 
become nonetheless “irreversible.” 

Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory elaborated further Luckmann’s 
functionalist thesis. Luhmann’s theory distinguishes between three differ- 
ent forms of differentiation of society (segmentation, stratification, and 
functional differentiation). In so doing it offers a convincing answer to 
the problem posed by Durkheim’s theory of the division of labor. Work- 
ing within the Durkheimian tradition, Luhmann shows that functionally 
differentiated modern societies do not require and are unlikely to have 
the kind of normative societal “positive” integration postulated by Dur- 
kheim.*” Thus, any theory of modern religion which postulates the likeli- 
hood of the “birth of new gods” or the “return of the sacred” or “reli- 
gious revivals” or the existence of a “civil religion” on the basis of 
society’s functional need for normative integration is based on untenable 
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premises. Luhmann's theory of functional differentiation is also well 
situated to explain why the privatization of religion is a dominant trend 
in modernity. Indeed, when viewed from such a perspective, Durkheim’s 
sociology of religion becomes to a large extent irrelevant to an under- 
standing of religion in the modern world. 

The theory and the thesis of privatization become problematic, how- 
ever, when they are applied in such a way that the thesis of privatization, 
from being a testable and falsifiable empirical theory of dominant histori- 
cal trends, is turned into a prescriptive normative theory of how religious 
institutions ought to behave in the modern world. Schluchter’s discussion 
of “the irreversibility of secularization” may serve to illustrate the dan- 
gers implicit in such a use of the theory of functional differentiation. On 
the basis of the two theses stated above Schluchter asks two questions: 


(1) Is there a legitimate religious resistance to secular world views that is 
more than a refusal to accept the consequences of the Enlightenment? 

(2) Is there a legitimate religious resistance to de-politicization, a resistance 
that is more than a clinging to inherited privileges?®® 


My answer to both questions, on the basis of the empirical evidence 
I am going to present in the five case studies, is an unconditional yes. This 
does not mean that the evidence supports the thesis of the reversibility of 
secularization. It only means that both questions are formulated in such 
a way that they prejudge the relationship between secular worldviews 
and Enlightenment and the relationship between religious politicization 
and threats to functional differentiation. A theory which is not flexible 
enough to account for the possibility that some secular worldviews may 
actually be anti-Enlightenment and that religious resistance in such cases 
may be legitimate and on the side of Enlightenment is not complex 
enough to deal with the historical “contingencies” of a yet unfinished 
modernity and of a not yet completed secularization. 

Indeed, the theory should not start with the premise that “there must 
be a fundamental tension and conflict between a religious and a secular 
world view, between religious and secular humanist conduct.”*? We may 
say with some confidence that currently, at least in America, both reli- 
gious “fundamentalists” and fundamentalist ““secular humanists” are 
cognitive minorities, that the majority of Americans tend to be human- 
ists, who are simultaneously religious and secular. The theory of secular- 
ization should be reformulated in such a way that this empirical reality 
ceases to be a paradox. If, as Schluchter himself recognizes, the tension 
has lessened and “the old front lines have largely crumbled,” it is not 
only because the Enlightenment has lost some of its fundamentalist anti- 
religious edge, as a result of the disenchantment of its own charisma of 
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reason. The rapprochement has been reciprocal, for religion has often 
served and continues to serve as a bulwark against “the dialectics of 
enlightenment” and as a protector of human rights and humanist values 
against the secular spheres and their absolute claims to internal func- 
tional autonomy.” Indeed, religion could even serve as a bulwark against 
the claims of systems theory that humanist self-referential conceptualiza- 
tions are theoretical anachronisms; that is, religion could stand against 
all posthumanity and posthistory theses. 

The theory of secularization should also be complex enough to ac- 
count for the historical “contingency” that there may be legitimate forms 
of “public” religion in the modern world, which have a political role to 
play which is not necessarily that of “positive” societal integration; that 
there may be forms of “public” religion which do not necessarily endan- 
ger modern functional differentiation; and that there may be forms of 
“public” religion which allow for the privatization of religion and for 
the pluralism of subjective religious beliefs. In order to be able to concep- 
tualize such possibilities the theory of secularization will need to recon- 
sider three of its particular, historically based—that is, ethnocentric— 
prejudices: its bias for Protestant subjective forms of religion, its bias 
for “liberal” conceptions of politics and of the “public sphere,” and its 
bias for the sovereign nation-state as the systemic unit of analysis. 

Unlike secular differentiation, which remains a structural trend that 
serves to define the very structure of modernity, the privatization of 
religion is a historical option, a “preferred option” to be sure, but an 
option nonetheless. Privatization is preferred internally from within reli- 
gion as evinced by general pietistic trends, by processes of religious indi- 
viduation, and by the reflexive nature of modern religion. Privatization 
is constrained externally by structural trends of differentiation which 
force religion into a circumscribed and differentiated religious sphere. 
Privatization is mandated ideologically by liberal categories of thought 
which permeate modern political and constitutional theories. 

Indeed, it is only by questioning the liberal private-public distinction 
as it relates to religion, and by elaborating alternative conceptualizations 
of the public sphere, that one can disentangle the thesis of privatization 
from the thesis of differentiation and thus begin to ascertain the condi- 
tions of possibility for modern public religions. 


2 Private and Public Religions 


Binary distinctions are an analytic procedure, but their use- 
fulness does not guarantee that existence divides like that. 
We should look with suspicion on anyone who declared 
that there are two kinds of people, or two kinds of reality 
or process.—Mary Douglas! 


Of all social phenomena none is perhaps as protean and, consequently, 
as unsusceptible to binary classification as religion. Of all dichotomous 
pairs of relational terms few are as ambiguous, multivocal, and open to 
discoursive contestation as the private/public distinction. Yet the private/ 
public distinction is crucial to all conceptions of the modern social order 
and religion itself is intrinsically connected with the modern historical 
differentiation of private and public spheres. As inaccurate as it may be 
as an empirical statement, to say that “religion is a private affair” is 
nonetheless constitutive of Western modernity in a dual sense. First, it 
points to the fact that religious freedom, in the sense of freedom of 
conscience, is chronologically “the first freedom” as well as the precondi- 
tion of all modern freedoms.” Insofar as freedom of conscience is intrinsi- 
cally related to “the right to privacy””—to the modern institutionaliza- 
tion of a private sphere free from governmental intrusion as well as free 
from ecclesiastical control—and inasmuch as “the right to privacy” 
serves as the very foundation of modern liberalism and of modern indi- 
vidualism, then indeed the privatization of religion is essential to mo- 
dernity.? 

There is yet another sense in which the privatization of religion is 
intrinsically related to the emergence of the modern social order. To say 
that in the modern world “religion becomes private” refers also to the 
very process of institutional differentiation which is constitutive of mo- 
dernity, namely, to the modern historical process whereby the secular 
spheres emancipated themselves from ecclesiastical control as well as 
from religious norms. Religion was progressively forced to withdraw 
from the modern secular state and the modern capitalist economy and 
to find refuge in the newly found private sphere. Like modern science, 
capitalist markets and modern state bureaucracies manage to function 
“as if” God would not exist. This forms the unassailable core of modern 
theories of secularization, a core which remains unaffected by the fre- 
quent assertions of critics who rightly point out that most people in the 
modern world still, or yet again, believe in God and that religions of all 
kinds, old and new, manage to thrive in the modern world. 
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Theories of secularization, however, have greater difficulty in answer- 
ing those critics who point out that the modern walls of separation 
between church and state keep developing all kinds of cracks through 
which both are able to penetrate each other; that religious institutions 
often refuse to accept their assigned marginal place in the private sphere, 
managing to assume prominent public roles; that religion and politics 
keep forming all kinds of symbiotic relations, to such an extent that it 
is not easy to ascertain whether one is witnessing political movements 
which don religious garb or religious movements which assume political 
forms.* 

Thus, while religion in the modern world continues to become ever 
more privatized, one is also witnessing simultaneously what appears to 
be a process of “‘deprivatization” of religion. To deal with this paradox, 
we need to examine once again the various meanings of the distinction 
between private and public religions. Without trying to develop an ex- 
haustive and universally valid classificatory scheme, the following con- 
ceptual clarification has a threefold aim: (1) to serve as a conceptual tool 
in the interpretation of what could be called “varieties of public religion” 
in the modern world; (2) to reveal the extent to which theories of secular- 
ization double as empirically descriptive theories of modern social pro- 
cesses and as normatively prescriptive theories of modern societies, and 
thus serve to legitimize ideologically a particular historical form of insti- 
tutionalization of modernity; and (3) to examine whether public religions 
may not play a role in redrawing the contested boundaries between the 
private and the public spheres in the modern world. 


On the Private/Public Distinction 


In “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction,” Jeff Wein- 
traub has reconstructed four major ways in which distinctions between 
“public” and “private” are currently made in social analysis: 


(1) The liberal-economistic model . . . which sees the public/private distinction 
primarily in terms of the distinction between state administration and the market 
economy. 

(2) The republican-virtue (and classical) approach, which sees the “public” 
realm in terms of political community and citizenship, analytically distinct from 
both the market and the administrative state. 

(3) The approach, exemplified for example by the work of Ariés (and other 
figures in social history and anthropology), which sees the “public” realm as a 
sphere of fluid and polymorphous sociability. 

(4) A tendency . . . in certain kinds of economic history and feminist analysis, 
to conceive of the distinction between “private” and “public” in terms of the 
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distinction between the family and the market economy (with the latter becoming 
the “public” realm).° 


Some of the terminological disagreements may be due to the difficul- 
ties of fitting the reality of modernity, which at least since Hegel has 
been known to be tripartite—family, civil/bourgeois society, and state— 
into the binary and dichotomous categories of “public” and “private,” 
which to a large extent derive from the dualistic differentiation of the 
ancient city into oikos and polis. The novelty of modernity derives pre- 
cisely from the emergence of an amorphously complex, yet autonomous 
sphere, “civil society” or “the social,” which stands “between public 
and private” proper, yet has expansionist tendencies aiming to penetrate 
and absorb both. The actual empirical boundaries between the three 
spheres, moreover, are highly porous and constantly shifting, thus creat- 
ing interpenetrations between the three. Indeed, each of the three spheres 
may be said to have both private and public dimensions.f 

Since social reality itself is not dichotomous, the use of binary catego- 
ries leads necessarily either to the clear delimitation of one of the poles, 
leaving the rest of reality as an amorphous residual category, or to the 
clear delimitation of the two extreme poles, leaving a no less amorphous 
residual sphere between public and private.’ Those conceptions, for in- 
stance, which begin with a clear delimitation of the private sphere, under- 
stood either as the sphere of the individual self or as the intimate sphere 
of domestic and personal relations, tend to place all the rest into an 
undifferentiated category of “the public.” Erving Goffman’s sociology 
may serve as an extreme illustration. What Goffman calls “the field of 
public life” embraces the entire realm of face-to-face interaction, includ- 
ing the “face-to-face interaction within a private domestic establish- 
ment.” ê The private sphere proper is restricted to the “backstage,” where 
the individual can relax unobserved before donning the theatrical perso- 
nae which the public self will play in the strategic performance of “inter- 
action rituals” in public places. By contrast those liberal conceptions 
which begin with a delimitation of the public sphere as the governmental 
public sector tend to group all other spheres into an undifferentiated 
“nongovernmental” private sector.” 

But some of the conceptual differences between the various positions 
are not solely terminological, nor are they simply due to different percep- 
tions as to where the actual empirical boundaries lie in reality itself. To 
a large extent they reflect, as Weintraub points out, “deeper differences 
in theoretical (and ideological) commitments.” !° In other words, they are 
normative counterfactual critiques of the actual historical differentiation 
between the public and private spheres in the modern world, as well as 
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ideological critiques of the conceptual reifications which serve to legiti- 
mate modern historical trends. Among the recent critiques one could 
mention: (a) classical/republican critiques of the modern tendency to 
reduce the political to the governmental sphere of the administrative 
state, a tendency which contributes to the dissolution of the “public 
sphere” proper;!! (b) republican virtue critiques of modern utilitarian 
individualism with its tendency to reduce the public interest to the aggre- 
gation of individual private interests, or to privatize morality, reducing it 
to subjectivist emotivism or solipsist value-decisionism;'* and (c) feminist 
critiques of the dichotomy between a male, public, political, and immoral 
realm and a female, private, apolitical, and moral realm." 

Against those evolutionary theories which prefer to interpret what I 
call the “deprivatization” of modern religion as antimodern fundamen- 
talist reactions to inevitable processes of modern differentiation, I argue 
that at least some forms of “public religion” may also be understood as 
counterfactual normative critiques of dominant historical trends, in 
many respects similar to the classical, republican, and feminist critiques. 
The public impact of those religious critiques should not be measured 
solely in terms of the ability of any religion to impose its agenda upon 
society or to press its global normative claims upon the autonomous 
spheres. In modern differentiated societies it is both unlikely and undesir- 
able that religion should again play the role of systemic normative inte- 
gration. But by crossing boundaries, by raising questions publicly about 
the autonomous pretensions of the differentiated spheres to function 
without regard to moral norms or human considerations, public religions 
may help to mobilize people against such pretensions, they may contrib- 
ute to a redrawing of the boundaries, or, at the very least, they may 
force or contribute to a public debate about such issues. Irrespective of 
the outcome or the historical impact of such a debate, religions will have 
played an important public role. Like feminist critiques or like republican 
virtue critiques of modern developments, they will have functioned as 
counterfactual normative critiques. Besides, one does not need to accept 
the normative premises of such religious critiques in order to recognize 
that they may help to reveal the particular and contingent historical 
character of modern developments and to question the normativity of 
modern facticity. 


Private and Public Religions from the Perspective of 
Religious Differentiation 


Some aspects of the modern differentiation between private and public 
religions already appear within the social scientific study of religion as 
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the distinction between “individual” and “group” religiosity at the inter- 
action level of analysis; as the distinction between “religious commu- 
nity” and “community cult” at the organizational level of analysis; and 
as the distinction between “religion” and “world” at the societal level 
of analysis. 


“Individual and Group Religiosity” 


Religion . . . shall mean for us the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual 
men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation 
to whatever they may consider the divine.—William James!* 


Religion is not an arbitrary relation of the individual man to a supernatural 
power; it is a relation of all the members of a community to the power that has 
the god of the community at heart.—Robertson Smith!® 


One could hardly find two apparently more incompatible positions. 
William James and the individualist school insist that “personal religion” 
is primordial, while all the institutional aspects of religion—‘‘worship 
and sacrifice, procedures for working on the dispositions of the deity, 
theology and ceremony and ecclesiastical organization”—are second- 
ary.*” Stretching his methodological individualism somewhat, one could 
perhaps place Weber in this camp, since Weber also views individual 
charisma, “the personal gift of grace,” as the essential and elementary 
form of religious life, while religious roles and institutions he analyzes 
as the result of ““routinization of charisma.” !® However, Weber’s own 
theory of charisma implies that the personal power of charisma can be 
confirmed and maintained only by the recognition of others, Charisma, 
in this sense, is an eminently intersubjective—social—category. It ex- 
presses a relation between leaders and followers, which is the foundation 
for the transformation of charisma into institutional religion. Without 
its institutionalization into some kind of elementary charismatic commu- 
nity, personal charisma remains an autistic, sociologically and histori- 
cally irrelevant experience. 

By contrast, the collectivist school of thought, best represented by W. 
Robertson Smith and Emile Durkheim, insists that religion is always a 
group, a collective, affair; that there is no religion without “a unified 
system of beliefs and practices . . . which unite into, one single moral 
community.” Durkheim recognizes that there is scarcely a society with- 
out “the private religions which the individual establishes for himself 
and celebrates by himself,” but he insists that “these individual cults are 
not distinct and autonomous religious systems,” that individual religion 
either is simply derived from group religion or is no religion at all, 
but magic. Indeed, the presence or absence of a church is, according to 
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Durkheim, what helps define both religion and magic: there is no religion 
without a church; there is no church of magic.?? 

All attempts so far to reduce religion to one of the two poles while 
excluding or explaining the other as a derivation of the former have been 
unsatisfactory. The attempt to solve the problem by ordering both forms 
of religion in an evolutionary sequence, which normally runs from primi- 
tive, collective religion to modern, individual religion, has proven equally 
problematic, irrespective of the fact that one can show clear historical 
trends in this direction. Malinowski showed conclusively that “even in 
primitive societies the heightening of emotions and the lifting of the 
individual out of himself are by no means restricted to gatherings and 
to crowd phenomena.”2° While Durkheim may have been correct in 
stressing the public nature of primitive cults, he failed to recognize that 
“much of religious revelation takes place in solitude.” Against Dur- 
kheim, Malinowski shows that the religious and the collective are not 
necessarily coextensive; that much religion is individual and private, 
while much collective effervescence and many public ceremonies have 
no religious meaning.”! 


“Community Cults versus Religious Communities” 


The primeval cult, and above all, the cult of the political association, have left 
all individual interests out of consideration. . . . Thus, in the community cult, 
the collectivity as such turned to its god. The individual, in order to avoid or 
remove evils that concerned himself—above all, sickness—has not turned to the 
cult of the community, but as an individual he has approached the sorcerer as 
the oldest personal and “spiritual adviser.” . . . Under favorable conditions this 
has led to the formation of a religious “community,” which has been independent 
of ethnic associations. Some, though not all, ““mysteries” have taken this course. 
They have promised the salvation of individuals qua individuals from sickness, 
poverty, and from all sorts of distress and danger.—Max Weber? 


A similar distinction between public “community cults” and private 
“religious communities” is drawn by Robertson Smith when he writes 
that “‘religion did not exist for the saving of souls but for the preservation 
and welfare of society” and that “‘it is only in times of social dissolution 
... that magical superstition . . . invade[s] the sphere of tribal or national 
religion.” 

The two types of religion correspond to two different types of commu- 
nity with different membership entry rules. In the case of community 
cults, the political and religious communities are coextensive. Conse- 
quently, one is born into community cults and membership in both the 
sociopolitical and the religious community coincides.?* Durkheim, fol- 
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lowing Robertson Smith and Fustel de Coulanges, correctly viewed the 
god of the community cult as the symbolic representation and sacraliza- 
tion of the community. Incorrectly, however, he presented as a general, 
universal theory of religion what in fact turns out to be a particular 
theory of one of its forms. 

Religious communities, by contrast, are constituted in and through 
the association and congregation of individuals in response to a religious 
message. Originally, at its inception, the religious community is separate 
from and not coextensive with the political community, although it may 
soon also assume a political form. The most developed form of religious 
communities, “salvation religions,” represents an individualized and usu- 
ally privatized form of religion which is primarily constituted through 
the personal relationship with the savior, the personal God, the prophet, 
or the spiritual adviser. They are “twice-born” religions which presup- 
pose the experience of “ʻa sick soul” in need of redemption, of a “divided 
self” in need of “unification.”?% Because they release the individual from 
particularistic, ascriptive ties, salvation religions are potentially condu- 
cive to the formation of universalistic religious communities through 
processes of ever wider fraternization (and sororization).?* 

Strictly speaking, those are analytical ideal types. While one may find 
both types of religion side by side in some societies, normally most reli- 
gions will be mixed types presenting some combination of elements from 
both. Usually religions perform social as well as psychological functions 
and meet collective as well as individual needs. But in certain historical 
periods or stages of development as well as in particular cultures and 
religious traditions, one form may clearly predominate over the other. 
Neither the typological variations nor the dynamics of transformation 
could be discussed properly, though, without entering into the systemic 
level of analysis to take into account the process of differentiation of the 
religious and the political spheres, as well as the internal process of 
rationalization of the religious sphere. It is unnecessary to retrace here 
the ground so painstakingly explored by Max Weber in this area. Only 
a few critical remarks are in order: 

It should be obvious that the form of the community cult will be 
determined primarily, other things being equal (something that rarely 
happens in history), by the type of political community: clan, tribe, con- 
federation, kingdom, empire, republic, nation-state, and so on. But we 
would lose ourselves trying to cover all the possible variations and com- 
binations. After Weber’s work, it is even more obvious that the form of 
the religious community is determined primarily, again other things be- 
ing equal, by the content and structure of the religious message itself 
and by the dynamics of the ideal and material interests of those groups 
and strata to which the religious message is originally addressed. But the 
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truly relevant dynamics historically emerge when the two forms—the 
dynamics of community cult formation and the dynamics of religious 
community formation—meet, fuse, interpenetrate, and repel each other 
in all kinds of combinations, 

The Christian “church” is only one particular historical type of 
combination of religious community and political community, which 
emerged out of the complex encounter of the Christian religious commu- 
nity and the Roman imperial state structure. This is a truism, which 
needs to be repeated, however, since sociologists still tend to use the 
typology developed by Weber and Troeltsch as general ideal types, appli- 
cable to other times and places, when “church” and “sect” are strictly 
speaking “historical” ideal types, which are misleading when applied 
uncritically to non-Western contexts and are equally misleading when 
applied to modern times after the emergence of an altogether different 
and radically new form of political community, the modern state. The 
early Christian church was a particular, almost typical, form of con- 
gregational “religious community” or “salvation religion,” organized 
around the soteriological-eschatological cult of Christ, which after a pe- 
riod of clear separation from the Roman political community and con- 
frontation with the Roman imperial structure was adopted by the Roman 
Empire as its “community cult.”?” Afterwards, with the disintegration 
of the Western Roman Empire, the Christian religious community itself 
adopted the political machinery and the administrative and legal struc- 
ture of the imperial state, becoming in the process a salvation religion 
with the political structure of an imperial state. 

Such a “church,” such a particular combination of salvation religion 
and political community, is unlikely to appear anywhere else, even 
though Islam and Buddhism, the other two great universalistic salvation 
religions, have developed their own various combinations of political 
and religious communities.?? All modern territorial national churches 
cease to be sociologically speaking a “church” the moment they cease 
being compulsory, coercive, monopolistic “sacramental grace institu- 
tions.” This happens either when the church loses its own means of 
coercion and enforcement, or when the state is no longer willing or able 
to use its means of coercion to maintain the compulsory and monopolis- 
tic position of the church. Indeed, the moment heretical “sects”” and 
“apostasy” are officially tolerated within the same political community, 
or the principle of religious freedom becomes institutionalized, even the 
still established state church ceases being, strictly speaking, a “church.” 
The differentiation of religious community and community cult re- 
emerges once again, but now along a separate modern secular state 
which no longer needs a religious community cult to integrate and main- 
tain the political community. The precariousness of ‘‘established” na- 
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tional churches (Lutheran, Anglican, Catholic, and Orthodox alike) in 
the modern world is understandable, caught as they are between a secu- 
lar state which no longer needs them as community cults and people 
who prefer to join religious communities, if and when they want to 
satisfy their individual religious needs. 

Islam is the unique historical case of a religion which was born simul- 
taneously as a religious charismatic community of salvation and as a 
political community. This was expressed in the dual religious and politi- 
cal charisma of its founder, Muhammad, as God's messenger and as 
political and military leader. It is even more literally expressed by the 
fact that the Islamic era begins not with the birth or death of a founder 
or with the date of revelation but, rather, with the hijra, or migration, 
which marks the foundation of the Islamic political community in Me- 
dina (“the City”). The umma, the Islamic community, has seen itself 
most of the time as simultaneously a religious community and a political 
community, the community of believers and the nation of Islam. But it 
is totally inaccurate to argue that Islam has no differentiated religious 
and political spheres, Indeed, the history of Islam could be viewed as the 
history of the various institutionalizations of the dual religious and politi- 
cal charisma of Muhammad into dual and differentiated religious and 
political institutions.?? 

Understandably, the foundational myth of any charismatic commu- 
nity has a special paradigmatic power in the historical transmission of 
traditions, particularly when the foundational myth can avail itself of 
the force of God's revelation. Rebellions, reformations, revolutions, and 
all kinds of historical changes can be introduced in the name of the 
foundational myth, while claiming to be reverting to the pristine purity 
of origins, to a time before any accommodation to the world had taken 
place. Like other religions, Christianity also had to find its own accom- 
modation to modernity and to the differentiation of the secular spheres. 
But Christianity, particularly sectarian Protestantism, could eventually 
embrace both modernity and secularization as a return to the primitive 
church, when an exclusive religious community of salvation was orga- 
nized separate from the political community. Similarly, the Catholic ‘‘ref- 
ormation” in the twentieth century has taken the form of a conscious 
rejection of “Constantinian Christendom.” 


Religion and “World” 


Know that you can have three sorts of relations with princes, governors, and 
oppressors, The first and worst is that you visit them, the second and the better 
is that they visit you, and the third and surest that you stay far from them, so that 
neither you see them nor they see you.—Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazzali 
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This statement by the twelfth-century Muslim theologian captures 
most succinctly the basic options, as well as the typical and traditional 
attitude of all salvation religions toward the world of politics, and to- 
ward the “world” in general. Buddhists, Christians, and Muslims may 
read the statement differently, since their original paradigmatic attitude 
as well as the historical experience these religions have accumulated 
through the ages may vary significantly. Nonetheless, the three basic 
options remain and, if made to choose, the three great “world religions” 
would probably rank the three options in the same order. They fear 
most, perhaps because they know how frequently they have found them- 
selves unable to resist it even in the modern era, caesaropapism in any 
form, that is, the “world” ”s control and use of religion for its own 
purposes, most frequently to legitimate political rule and to sanctify 
economic oppression and the given system of stratification. 

The second option, theocracy, the power to influence and shape the 
world according to God's ways, is always preferable. It is also a very 
tempting option which even the most otherworldly religions have often 
found difficult to resist. The will to power of ascetic religion and its 
power to shape and transform the world while trying to transcend it can 
be found in the most unexpected places, from the mountains of Tibet to 
the deserts of Utah. But ultimately all theocratic attempts tend to suc- 
cumb to the paradox of unintended consequences. The more religion 
wants to transform the world in a religious direction, the more religion 
becomes entangled in “worldly” affairs and is transformed by the world. 
The third option, distance, detachment, and separation, is the one which 
ultimately tends to prevail and which both religious and worldly people 
tend to prefer, since it protects the world from religion and religion from 
the world. None of the three options, however, can permanently resolve 
the tension between “religion” and “world.” 

Taking a lofty view of world history while being conscious that such 
a perspective flattens out all the “differences,” one may easily discern 
two great “axial” shifts in the relation between religion and world. The 
first axial shift, well noticed by Karl Jaspers and used by Max Weber as 
the foundation for his world-historical sociology of religion, was the 
wave of world renunciation which beginning roughly around the sixth 
century B.C. shook one ancient civilization after another, from India to 
China, from the Near East to Greece.*! 

The new attitude of world rejection took hold first of intellectuals 
and elites, of philosophers and prophets. But later, this attitude of deval- 
uation and relativization of this world for the sake of a higher one 
became democratized and popularized by the new salvation religions, 
which emerged as the most consequential world-historical result of the 
axial shift. At least in the case of the Mediterranean basin, this wide- 
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spread shift from public to private religion, from community cult to 
mystery and salvation religions, from civic man to inward man, from 
objectivist to subjectivist philosophy, has been amply documented by 
historians of ideas and social historians. Peter Brown has explained the 
paradoxical and revolutionary triumph of Christianity in the ancient 
pagan world as “the surprisingly rapid democratization of the phi- 
losophers’ upper-class counterculture by the leaders of the Christian 
church.” 32 

But the inward turn of religion toward the private individual for the 
sake of salvation is full of public paradoxes and external consequences 
in the world. Precisely when religion wanted to leave this world alone, 
the powers of the world could not afford, it seems, to leave religion 
alone. Jesus’ message to abandon the messianic hopes of a worldly king- 
dom and to find “God's Kingdom” in one’s “inner heart” threatened 
the core of Judaism as a public covenanted religion. The “scandal of the 
cross” was the punishment for such a public crime. The Roman imperial 
state, which had abandoned its old republican civil religion, which had 
incorporated all kinds of foreign gods into its pantheon, which permitted 
its subjects to pursue privately the most exotic of religions and mystery 
cults, could not allow that the most private, world-indifferent, and hum- 
ble of religions, Christianity, would refuse to participate in the only 
community cult left, the worship of the emperor. Thus, Christians had 
to meet public persecution. 

The Christian “inward” turn toward “otherworldly individualism” 
had other external, unintended consequences in the world. Otherworldly 
asceticism showed its Janus face in the combination of world abnegation 
and world mastery. Historical sociologists starting from very different 
premises, from Max Weber to Louis Dumont, from Norbert Elias to 
Michel Foucault, have amply demonstrated that inner discipline has a 
greater “civilizing” effect than any this-worldly reward or any external 
discipline and punishment effected by the powers of this world. Cer- 
tainly, the unique establishment of a “Civitas Dei” in this world, of a 
Roman church with real and significant worldly power, which pretended 
to rule the world directly or indirectly, was of crucial importance. Some 
observers have insisted that the historically unique character of the mod- 
ern state cannot be understood unless one sees it as a secularized, “‘trans- 
formed church.” In any case, the story ended paradoxically with an 
unprecedented commitment of the Christian individual to the world, 
with a new transformation of the outerworldly individual into the inner- 
worldly individual, with the rise of the modern individual. 

Whether one views the joint rise of the modern state and modern 
capitalism as being codetermined by this new Christian attitude or 
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whether one sees the new Protestant innerworldly attitude as being deter- 
mined by the emergence of the modern world system, there is no doubt 
that it marks a new axial shift in the relation between religion and world. 
Eventually, the world forced religion to withdraw to a newly created 
and, for the first time in history, “institutionalized” private sphere. The 
new territorial national churches, one after another, were subjected to 
royal absolutist control and, despoiled of their large holdings by secular- 
ization laws, had to ingratiate themselves more and more with the rising 
bourgeois classes. The same dual process will become evident throughout 
eighteenth-century Europe: Erastianism, regalism, caesaropapist control 
from above, which transformed all branches of Christianity into “‘estab- 
lished” but impotent community cults of the new nation-states, and a 
new pietist turn inward, which liberated the modern individual from the 
external, ritual, and sacramental control of the church and transformed 
the various denominations ever more into private “religious commu- 
nities.”*3* 

Protestantism, used here as an analytical model without entering into 
the very significant internal variations within it, pioneered this process 
and helped to shape the particular form the process of institutionalized 
differentiation of the spheres has taken so far.? In this respect, Protes- 
tantism set a powerful historical precedent to which other world religions 
had, and still have, to respond in their own ways. For centuries, the 
Catholic church fought quixotically both the modern innerworldly turn 
and the modern differentiation of the spheres as heretic windmills. Fi- 
nally, with Vatican II came the “official” belated recognition of the legiti- 
macy of the modern world. Throughout the world, Catholicism has been 
turning innerworldly with a vengeance. Yet the Catholic church, while 
accepting the modern principle of “religious freedom” and thus ceasing 
to be for all practical purposes a “church” in the Weberian sense,” 
continues nonetheless to uphold the “church” principle of an ethical 
community. Modern Catholicism wants to be both an innerworldly and 
a public religion. But can there be a modern form of public religion that 
does not aspire to being an “established,” state or societal, church? 


Private and Public Religions in the Modern World 


Using as an analytical framework the four different ways of conceptualiz- 
ing the “private/public” distinction examined by Jeff Weintraub, one 
could draw in principle four different binary combinations of “private” 
and “public” religions. Without aiming to present an exhaustive typol- 
ogy, the resulting types incorporate the threefold distinction between 
individual and group religiosity, religious and political community, and 
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religious and worldly/secular spheres, while illuminating the basic op- 
tions religions have under conditions of modern differentiation, that is, 
in the modern differentiated secular world. 


Individual Mysticism versus Denominationalism 


Beginning with Goffman's sociological rather than political distinction 
between the private “backstage” sphere of the self and the field of “pub- 
lic life,” where face-to-face interaction takes place—a distinction that is 
clearer than the one drawn by Weintraub from Philipe Ariés’s social his- 
tory—one could distinguish between private individual religiosity, the 
religion of the private self, and all the public forms of associational 
religion. This distinction corresponds roughly to the one drawn by 
Thomas Luckmann between invisible religion and church religion, as 
well as to the typological distinction between what Ernst Troeltsch called 
“individual mysticism,” or ““spiritual religion,” and the typically modern 
form of voluntary, individualistic, and pluralistic religious association, 
“the denomination.” Although it has no place in Troeltsch’s tripartite 
typology, the modern denomination is bound to diffuse and absorb, if 
not to supersede, what in his view were the two traditional forms of 
organizational religion, “the church” and “the sect.’’?” 

It is a commonplace of sociological analysis that the modern differen- 
tiation of autonomous spheres leads irremediably to a pluralism of 
norms, values, and worldviews. Max Weber attributed “the polytheism 
of modern values” to this differentiation.” Undoubtedly, the differentia- 
tion of the spheres leads to conflicts between the various gods (Eros, 
Logos, Nomos, Mars, Leviathan, Mammon, the Muses, etc.). But this 
conflict can be institutionalized and contained through systemic func- 
tional differentiation.*? In any case, this is not the true source of modern 
polytheism. If the temple of ancient polytheism was the Pantheon, a 
place where all known and even unknown gods could be worshiped 
simultaneously, the temple of modern polytheism is the mind of the 
individual self. Indeed, modern individuals do not tend to believe in the 
existence of various gods. On the contrary, they tend to believe that all 
religions and all individuals worship the same god under different names 
and languages, only modern individuals reserve to themselves the right 
to denominate this god and to worship him/her/it in their own peculiar 
language. Rousseau’s “religion of man . . . without temples, altars or 
rituals,” Thomas Paine’s “my mind is my church,” and Thomas Jeffer- 
son’s “I am a sect myself” are paradigmatic “high culture” expressions 
of the modern form of individual religiosity.*° Deism, the typical fusion 
of individual mysticism and enlightenment rationalism, is recognizable 
in all three expressions. “Sheilaism” is the name Robert Bellah et al. 
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have given to the contemporary “low culture” expression, after one of 
the people they interviewed actually named her own “faith” after herself, 
“my own Sheilaism”: “I believe in God. Pm not a religious fanatic. I 
can’t remember the last time I went to church. My faith has carried me 
a long way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my own little voice.” The interviewers 
add, “This suggests the logical possibility of over 220 million American 
religions, one for each of us.”^! The cultic form of modern polytheism 
is not idolatry but human narcissism. In this particular sense, the cult of 
the individual has indeed become, as foreseen by Durkheim, the religion 
of modernity. 

While sensing that individual mysticism was the religion of the future, 
Troeltsch could not anticipate its organizational form: “Since it arose 
out of the failure of the real ecclesiastical spirit, it finds it difficult to 
establish satisfactory relations with the churches, and with the conditions 
of a stable and permanent organization.”*? In America, however, indi- 
vidual mysticism found a fertile soil. Evangelical pietism, “the religion of 
the heart,” was the vehicle which served to spread individual mysticism, 
democratizing and popularizing it, as it were, throughout American Prot- 
estantism whereas denominationalism, the great American religious in- 
vention, became its organizational form. Indeed, pietism occupies in the 
modern transformation of religion the same place Macintyre attributes 
to emotivism in the transformation—dissolution—of traditional moral 
philosophy. 

The doctrinal basis of denominationalism had already emerged with 
the First Great Awakening. But as in Europe, the institutional structure 
of established churches and sectarian dissent, even though already highly 
pluralistic, did not permit it to crystallize. First, constitutional disestab- 
lishment and, then, the Second Great Awakening transformed Protestant 
churches and sects alike into denominations. By the 1830s, evangelical 
Protestantism, organized denominationally, had become de facto the 
culturally, though not politically, established American civil religion. Fol- 
lowing World War II, Catholicism and Judaism were added to the sys- 
tem. “Protestant-Catholic-Jew” became the three respectable denomina- 
tional forms of American religion. The great religious experimentation 
of the 1960s left the denominational gates wide open; and by 1970 with 
the Welsh decision, the Supreme Court, which has always regulated the 
rules of entry into the free, competitive, denominational religious market, 
basically let in any faith willing to play by the rules.* It is the denomina- 
tional structure of the religious subsystem which transforms all religions 
in America, irrespective of their origins, doctrinal claims, and ecclesiasti- 
cal identities, into denominations.“ 

In his comprehensive study of “society and faith since World War 11,” 
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The Restructuring of American Religion, Robert Wuthnow documents in 
detail the weakening of internal denominational ties, the lessening of 
interdenominational conflicts and prejudices, and the increasing organi- 
zation and mobilization of religious resources across rather than through 
the denominations. He interprets this evidence, however, as “the declin- 
ing significance of denominationalism,” when it could actually be inter- 
preted as a further indication of the logic of denominationalism. From 
its inception in the First Great Awakening, denominationalism has never 
meant an absolute exclusive allegiance to one’s particular denomination. 
Those “‘born-again” souls who have “experienced” individually the re- 
deeming power of the “New Light” have always tended to feel closer 
fellowship with kindred spirits in other denominations than with “Old 
Lights” in their own.* Once the denominations become particular vehi- 
cles for individual religious experience, the external organizational form 
and the doctrinal content of the particular denomination become ever 
more secondary. People no longer need to switch denominations to find 
their own faith, or to join kindred fellows in interdenominational social 
movements. While this development may indicate the declining signifi- 
cance of the denominational churches, it can also be interpreted as the 
triumph of the denominational principle. 

Even typologically classical sects like Protestant fundamentalism or 
the classical church, the Una, Sancta, Catholica, et Apostolica Roman 
church, are externally constrained and, more important, internally in- 
duced to function as denominations. The myriad “independent” funda- 
mentalist churches and preachers, each and every one of them holier and 
more fundamentalist than the other, proclaiming “their own” literalist 
interpretation of the fundamentals of the same Christian faith, contained 
in the same text, the Holy Bible, attest to the power of modern individu- 
alism. The individual, private reading of any text forms a very shaky 
ground for doctrinal fundamentalism. When those myriad fundamental- 
ist atoms leave their self-imposed private sectarian seclusion in order to 
organize themselves publicly into a Moral Majority or, in what amounts 
to the same thing, when those individual resources are skillfully mobi- 
lized by political entrepreneurs for collective action, fundamentalism be- 
comes just another denomination. 

The Catholic church is exposed to similar internal and external pres- 
sures. Recent visits of the pope to the United States have shown conclu- 
sively that American Catholics are more than ever willing to express 
publicly and effusively their union with the “vicar of Christ” and their 
loyalty to the Holy See. But like other modern individuals, American 
Catholics seem to reserve for their own consciences the ultimate inalien- 
able right to decide which doctrines from the traditional deposit of faith 
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are truly essential. Even when Catholics accept voluntarily the authority 
of certain teachings as dogma or authoritative doctrine, the interpretive 
problem, or leeway, still remains. The meaning and relevance of any 
written or oral text for any given context still requires interpretation. 
Increasingly, moreover, it is individuals who are doing the interpretation. 
Thus, bumper stickers to the contrary, Roma dixit, or the fact that God 
has spoken loud and clear, by no means settles the matter. The history 
of the great religions of The Book, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, 
whether or not they have hierocratic ecclesiastical institutions or authori- 
tative schools of interpretation, indicates that they are all caught in the 
same doctrinal interpretive quagmire. Whenever modern structural dif- 
ferentiation and religious individualism are introduced, the same logic 
of denominationalism can be found at work. In any case, in the United 
States one religious organization after another—Protestant churches, 
Protestant sects, Catholicism, Eastern Christianity, Judaism, Eastern reli- 
gions, and, lately, Islam—has become a denomination, both internally 
and vis-a-vis one another. The question that needs to be addressed, how- 
ever, is whether the denomination, as the modern, voluntary form of 
religious association based on religious freedom and religious pluralism, 
can also assume a different kind of “publicity,” a political one, in modern 
differentiated societies. 


Established versus Disestablished Religions 


Within the liberal political tradition the distinction between private and 
public religions has always been clearly drawn in terms of the constitu- 
tional separation of church and state. In accordance with the liberal 
tendency to limit the public sphere to the governmental public sector 
with all the rest lumped into a great “private” sector, established state 
churches are designated as “public” religions whereas all other religions 
are considered to be “private.” Since the liberal conception tends to 
conflate and confuse state, public, and political, the disestablishment 
of religion is understood and prescribed as a simultaneous process of 
privatization and depoliticization. In the liberal conception religion is 
and ought to remain a private affair. The liberal fear of the politicization 
of religion is simultaneously the fear of an establishment which could 
endanger the individual freedom of conscience and the fear of a deprivat- 
ized ethical religion which could bring extraneous conceptions of justice, 
of the public interest, of the common good, and of solidarity into the 
“neutral” deliberations of the liberal public sphere. 

The incongruence in the liberal conceptualization becomes immedi- 
ately apparent in the paradoxical contrast between the highly depoliti- 
cized and privatized religion of the Established Church of England (or 
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of any national state church which accepts Erastian principles) and the 
public and political posture of free, congregational, “leveling,” noncon- 
formist sects or of any disestablished religion ready to clash with an 
unjust and sinful state. Even more paradoxical from a liberal political 
perspective has to be Tocqueville’s perceptive and, at least for its time, 
largely accurate statement that “religion in America takes no direct part 
in the government of society, but it must be regarded as the first of their 
political institutions.” 47 

The liberal rationale for disestablishment is as valid and unimpeach- 
able today as it always has been. Historical pressures for the separation 
of church and state emerged from the dual dynamics of internal religious 
rationalization and the secular state’s emancipation from religion. From 
religion itself came the sectarian demand for “religious freedom.” As 
Georg Jellinek showed conclusively, the modern principle of inalienable 
human rights originated with the radical sects and was first institutional- 
ized constitutionally in the Bills of Rights of the various American 
states. Without this religious sectarian input one may reach the princi- 
ple of religious “toleration,” but not necessarily the principle of religious 
“freedom.” Indeed, before becoming the enlightened liberal principle of 
“freedom of thought,” the pressure for toleration more often than not 
found its historical source in raison d'état, in the modern state’s exigency 
to emancipate itself from religion.*? 

The dual “no establishment” and “free exercise” clause of the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution incorporated this dual historical 
rationale for separation. This duality has continued to this day to be the 
source of contestation since, as Thomas Robbins has shown, it can lead 
to very different interpretations of the principle of separation. A “strict 
separationist” reading, based on radical sectarian, libertarian, or liberal 
“neutrality” principles, consistently rejects not only any government sup- 
port but also any government regulation of religion. The “benevolent 
separationist” reading, by contrast, based either on the principle of his- 
torical tradition and “original intent” or on the functionalist argument 
of the positive societal functions of religion, rejects government regula- 
tion but demands general government support of religion. At the oppo- 
site pole, the “secularist” reading, suspicious of religion’s negative func- 
tions, favors government regulation of religion while denying religion 
any government support. Finally, even when it accepts formal separation, 
the “statist” interpretation is also consistent with caesaropapist princi- 
ples in favoring both government support and government’s absolute 
control of religion.” 

The limits of the liberal conception derive from its tendency to con- 
ceive of all political relations, religious ones included, too narrowly in 
terms of juridical-constitutional lines of separation. But the problem of 
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the relation between religion and politics cannot be reduced simply to 
the clear-cut issue of the constitutional separation of church and state. 
While disestablishment and separation are necessary to guarantee the 
freedom of religion from the state, the freedom of the state from religion, 
and the freedom of the individual conscience from both state and orga- 
nized religion, it does not follow that religion must be privatized in order 
that these freedoms be guaranteed. Here again it is necessary to make a 
clear distinction between the legal principle of separation and the liberal 
normative prescription of privatization. The soundness of the liberal 
principle of “separation” finds perhaps its best indirect confirmation in 
the fact that the Catholic church has accepted it after having rejected it 
obstinately as incompatible with the “church” principle. Indeed, given 
this incompatibility, the final Catholic recognition of the religious legiti- 
macy of the modern principle of freedom of conscience, a principle which 
Catholic doctrine now sees grounded in “the sacred dignity of the human 
person,” had to be accompanied by the surrender of its identity as a 
compulsory institution. The Catholic church in Vatican II, by adopting 
the principle of “religious freedom,” officially ceased being a “church” 
in the sociological sense of the term. Yet the Catholic church still refuses 
to accept the related liberal principle of absolute privatization of religion 
and morality. 

There is a sense in which the liberal principle of privatization is also 
unimpeachable. Insofar as the legal principle of separation is based not 
solely on raison d’état principles or on liberal principles of toleration as 
necessary conditions for a modern differentiated and pluralist social or- 
der but on the very principle of freedom of conscience, which is the 
foundation of the inviolable “right to privacy’—without which there 
can be neither a modern democratic state nor a modern civil society— 
then the “deprivatization” of religion presupposes the privacy of religion 
and can only be justified if the right to privacy and freedom of conscience 
are also legally protected from religion.*? In other words, from the nor- 
mative perspective of modernity, religion may enter the public sphere 
and assume a public form only if it accepts the inviolable right to privacy 
and the sanctity of the principle of freedom of conscience. 

This condition is met and, therefore, the deprivatization of religion 
can be justified in at least three instances: 

a) When religion enters the public sphere to protect not only its own 
freedom of religion but all modern freedoms and rights, and the very 
right of a democratic civil society to exist against an absolutist, authori- 
tarian state. The active role of the Catholic church in processes of democ- 
ratization in Spain, Poland, and Brazil may serve to illustrate this in- 
stance. 

b) When religion enters the public sphere to question and contest the 
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absolute lawful autonomy of the secular spheres and their claims to 
be organized in accordance with principles of functional differentiation 
without regard to extraneous ethical or moral considerations. The Pasto- 
ral Letters of the American Catholic bishops questioning the “morality” 
of the arms race and of the state’s nuclear policies, as well as the “justice” 
and inhuman consequences of a capitalist economic system, which tends 
to absolutize the right to private property and claims to be self-regulated 
by unchecked market laws, exemplify this second instance. 

c) When religion enters the public sphere to protect the traditional 
life-world from administrative or juridical state penetration, and in the 
process opens up issues of norm and will formation to the public and 
collective self-reflection of modern discursive ethics. The public mobiliza- 
tion of the so-called Moral Majority and the Catholic public stand on 
abortion in support of “the right to life” are examples of this third 
instance. 

In the first instance religion would serve in the very constitution of a 
liberal political and social order. In the second and third instances reli- 
gion would serve to show, question, and contest the very “limits” of the 
liberal political and social order. At the very least, the deprivatization of 
religion might serve to question the empirical validity of the thesis of 
privatization of modern religion and, more important, it might force the 
theory of privatization to question its own normative foundations in the 
liberal model of the public sphere and in the rigidly juridical separation 
of the private and public spheres. 


Public Civil Religions versus Private Religious Communities 


The modern concept of “civil religion,” from its inception in Rousseau's 
work to its elaboration by Robert Bellah, is intimately linked to the 
classical republican virtue tradition and its mistrust of the modern liberal 
political tradition. In Bellah’s theory of American civil religion this re- 
publican tradition became fused with the Calvinist tradition of the cove- 
nanted religious and political community and with the Durkheimian 
normative functionalist tradition and its conception of a moral, func- 
tional individualism counterposed to an egoist, utilitarian, and dysfunc- 
tional one.” 

When it comes to religion, the classical republican tradition would 
distinguish between, on the one hand, public civil religions functioning 
as the cult of the political community and, on the other hand, private 
domestic cults, associational community cults, and individual privatist 
religions of salvation. The tension here would be between the particular- 
ism of an ethical community which integrates all citizens into a political 
cult coextensive with the political community and competing allegiances 
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to either more primordial or more universalistic forms of community. 
Most corrosive of republican civil religions are those soteriological reli- 
gious tenets which liberate the individual from absolute allegiance to the 
political community, freeing the self to choose individual, innerworldly 
or outerworldly, roads to salvation or to join other individuals to form 
wider, universalizable religious communities that transcend the particu- 
larism of the political community, be it a city-state or a nation-state. 
Indeed, the problem for the republican tradition is how to politicize 
religion, how to harness the integrative power of religion without 
exposing itself to the threat of theocracy, which, if triumphant, would 
eliminate the autonomy of the political sphere. Even when successful, 
however, Erastianism and all similar attempts to exert secular control 
over the religious institutions will lead to the impairment of religion. 
The field will be open either for iconoclastic prophetic critiques of politi- 
cal idolatry or for privatistic soteriological withdrawal. 

Rousseau’s discussion “Of Civil Religion” exemplifies vividly all these 
dilemmas.** He begins with the recognition that the old undifferentiated 
fusion of “the gods” and “the laws” of the state was destroyed by the 
Christian introduction of “a kingdom of the other world” and could 
no longer be reconstructed. The dualist political structure of medieval 
Christendom which replaced the political system of antiquity introduced 
not only “the most violent despotism” but also a “double power,” a 
principle of dual sovereignty which resulted in “a perpetual conflict for 
jurisdiction which has made any system of good polity impossible in 
Christian States.” In formulating his own proposal for a modern polity, 
Rousseau starts with the premise that “no State has ever been established 
without having religion for its basis.” But he decides that none of the 
three existing forms of religion satisfies the conditions for a “good pol- 
ity.” The “religion of the priest,” Roman Catholicism, is politically use- 
less and evil. Internally, it “gives to mankind two codes of legislation, 
two chiefs, . . . requires from them contradictory duties, and prevents 
their being devout men and citizens at the same time.” Externally, more- 
over, transnational ecclesiastical institutions transcend the territorial lim- 
its, the political community of citizenship, and the normative sovereignty 
of the modern nation-state. Hence, they cannot produce loyal subjects.>° 

By contrast, the “religion of the citizen” would undoubtedly produce 
loyal subjects through the sacralization of the state and the nation. But 
it “is also evil,” because it is “founded in error and falsehood” and it 
leads to intolerant national chauvinism and sanguinary jingoism. Finally, 
the “religion of man” is “holy, sublime and true,” as it transforms all the 
human race into “brothers.” But politically it is useless, since, “having no 
particular connection with the body politic,” it does not add anything 
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either to the legitimacy of the laws or to the “great bonds of particular 
societies.” Furthermore, it undermines republican virtue by replacing in 
“the hearts of the citizens” their attachment to the state with their own 
private mundane or supramundane concerns.’ In the end, Rousseau 
solves the dilemma by affirming simultaneously and inconsistently the 
modern right of religious freedom and freedom of opinion, which no 
sovereign has the right to abridge or control, and the need for “a purely 
civil profession of faith, the articles of which it is the business of the 
Sovereign to arrange, not precisely as dogmas of religion, but as senti- 
ments of sociability without which it is impossible to be either a good 
citizen or a faithful subject.”*” 

Durkheim's attempt to solve the Hobbesian problem and Rousseau's 
political dilemmas through a sociological theory of normative societal 
integration based on a scientific secular morality which could serve as 
the civil religion of modern societies only reproduced the same old unre- 
solved tensions using a new sociological language. Robert Bellah’s theory 
of American civil religion has the advantage of being empirically 
grounded, as it starts from the premise that historically the American 
polity appears to have had something like a civil religion. However, even 
if one accepts the premise that indeed there was a time when the Ameri- 
can polity was integrated through a civil religion made up of a peculiar 
combination of biblical/Puritan, republican/Enlightenment, and liberal/ 
utilitarian religious/moral principles, it was already obvious at the time 
of Bellah’s formulation of the theory that whatever was left of this civil 
religion was becoming increasingly irrelevant. Bellah himself soon came 
to recognize that the national “covenant” had been “broken” and that 
no ordinary jeremiad could put the old covenant together again. More- 
over, the very triad of principles which jointly constitute the American 
civil religion, and which are in some respects not unlike Rousseau’s three 
religions, again illustrate the same dilemmas. Can the republican, the 
biblical, and the modern individualist traditions be combined without 
undermining each other? Can American civil religion be anything other 
than the patriotic cult of the manifest imperial destiny of the American 
nation or the cult of a nation made up of individuals pursuing their own 
private utilitarian forms of religion? Both would undermine republican 
virtue, A more committed republicanism would prefer to banish religion 
to the private sphere and to pursue the secular religion of politics.*® 

As long as civil religion is conceptualized either politically at the state 
level as a force integrating normatively the political community or socio- 
logically at the societal level as a force integrating normatively the soci- 
etal community, such a civil religion is unlikely to reappear in modern 
societies. Moreover, if and when there is extant something like a civil 
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religion, it will be more likely than not the adaptation of a living tradition 
to modern conditions. In any case, to postulate the existence of such a 
civil religion on the functionalist ground that modern societies “need” 
such a civil religion is theoretically untenable and normatively undesir- 
able. What needs to be examined is the different ways in which religions, 
old and new, traditional and modern, may play public roles, eufunctional 
and dysfunctional, in the public sphere of civil society. Consequently, 
the concept of “‘civil religion” ought to be reformulated from the state 
or societal community level to the level of civil society. 

Following Alfred Stepan, one may conceptualize the modern “polity” 
as consisting of three differentiated arenas: the state, political society, 
and civil society.’ Following the “discursive” model of “public space,” 
one may conceptualize the “public sphere” as a constitutive dimension 
of each of these three arenas of the polity.* In principle, religion could 
be located, as it were, in each of these three public spaces of the polity. 
There may be “public” religions at the state level, the “church” being 
the paradigmatic example. There may be “public” religions at the politi- 
cal society level, as in all instances when religion becomes politically 
mobilized against other religious or secular movements, or institutional- 
ized as a political party competing with other religious or secular parties. 
The whole range of Catholic counterrevolutionary movements from the 
time of the French Revolution to the Spanish Civil War, which David 
Martin has aptly characterized as “reactive organicism”; the political 
mobilization of religious minorities reacting to or proacting against dif- 
ferent types of Kulturkampf coming from the state or from other reli- 
gious or secular movements or parties; structural systems of religious- 
political ‘‘pillarization,” such as those characteristically developed in 
Belgium or Holland; the church’s mobilization of the laity through 
“Catholic Action” to protect or advance the church’s interests and privi- 
leges; the system of Christian-Democratic parties which crystallized after 
World War II in Catholic and, to a lesser extent, in Lutheran countries; 
and the recent electoral mobilization of the New Christian Right—all 
these cases could be viewed as different types of “public” religion located 
at the level of political society.*? 

It is one of the central theses of the present work that, at least in 
Western Europe, this historical epoch, the “age” of reactive organicism, 
of secular-religious and clerical-anticlerical cultural and political war- 
fare, of Catholic Action, of religious pillarization, and of Christian De- 
mocracy has come to an end.® Reactive organicism was the church’s 
response to the French Revolution as well as to the nineteenth-century 
liberal revolutions, while Catholic Action and Christian Democracy were 
the church’s response to the emergence of secularist and laicist, particu- 


62 Chapter 2 


larly socialist, mass parties at the turn of the century. Both were defensive 
reactions to what was rightly perceived as a hostile, modern, secular 
environment. If the church today no longer seeks to reenter the state 
through the mobilization of the laity in order to regain control over 
society, it is to a large extent due to the fact that the church no longer 
feels threatened by a hostile secular state or by hostile social movements. 
The disappearance of anticlericalism from everyday politics in Catholic 
countries is perhaps the most telling indicator of this historical transfor- 
mation. 

A mutually reinforcing dynamic of recognition and rapprochement 
berween religion and modernity has taken place, bringing to a close the 
conflictive cycles opened up by the Enlightenment critique of religion. 
On the one hand, the critical recognition of the dialectics of enlighten- 
ment and the postmodern self-limitation placed upon the rationalist proj- 
ect of secular redemption have led to a rediscovery of the validity claims 
of religion and to a recognition of the positive role of the Catholic church 
in setting limits to the absolutist tendencies of the modern state, whether 
in its Polish communist variant or in its Latin American “national secu- 
rity” variant. On the other hand, the Catholic aggiornamento, that is, 
the innerworldly turn of the church, the religious revaluation of secular 
reality, its prophetic commitment to the principles of freedom, justice, 
and solidarity in the social and political order have made superfluous 
precisely those aspects of the Enlightenment critique of religion which 
were still relevant not long ago in places like Spain or Brazil. 

Most important, the Catholic church has largely renounced its own 
self-identity as a “church,” that is, as a territorially organized, compul- 
sory religious community coextensive with the political community or 
state. This change in self-identity, stimulated by the further secularization 
of a modern state which no longer needs religious legitimation, has led 
to a fundamental change in the location and orientation of the Catholic 
church from one centered and anchored in the state to one centered in 
civil society. It was this voluntary “‘disestablishment” of Catholicism, 
this change of self-identity, which permitted the Catholic church to play 
an active role in processes of democratization from Spain to Poland, 
from Brazil to the Philippines. 

The most significant development which has emerged from recent 
transitions to democracy in Catholic countries is the fact that, despite 
finding itself in a majority position with unprecedented prestige and 
influence within civil society, the Catholic church everywhere has not 
only accepted the constitutional separation of church and state and the 
constitutional principle of religious freedom, but also abandoned its tra- 
ditional attempts to either establish or sponsor official Catholic parties, 
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which could be used to defend and advance politically the ecclesiastical 
privileges and claims of the church. The church appears to have accepted 
not only disestablishment from the state but also disengagement from 
political society proper. This does not mean, however, that Catholicism 
becomes necessarily privatized or that the church is no longer likely to 
play any public role. lt only means that the public locus of the church 
is no longer the state or political society but, rather, civil society. 


“Home” versus “Work”: The Private Feminine Sphere of Religion and 
Morality versus the Public Masculine Sphere of Work and Legality 


Finally, one could also apply to the religious field the distinction drawn 
by feminist critics and some modes of economic analysis between the 
public sphere of “work” and the private domestic sphere. Semantically, 
of course, the antonym of “work” is not “home” but “leisure.” The 
distinction nonetheless describes the actual modern historical process of 
separation of the work-place from the household. Moreover, it plays a 
critical function in drawing attention to a dual process constitutive of 
modernity. It shows, in the first place, that under modern conditions 
of commodity production only the sphere of salaried employment is 
recognized as “work,” thus excluding from consideration and reward 
(power, status, wealth) the entire sphere of human and social reproduc- 
tion, from parturient “labor” to child rearing to the entire gamut of 
domestic activities connected with the reproduction of the labor force, all 
of them activities in which female exertion and work are preponderant.*? 
Additionally, it points to the fact that under modern capitalist conditions 
the sphere of leisure itself has been commodified and transformed into 
the autonomous sphere of industrialized “mass culture,” the sphere 
where cultural objects are produced, distributed, and consumed. 

When applied to the religious field, the distinction between “public” 
work and “private” home immediately shows the ambiguous place of 
religion in the modern world. On the one hand, one could say almost 
categorically that religion belongs to the sphere of culture. Historically, 
religion has been, as attested by anthropological, cultural historical, and 
civilizational analysis alike, “the core” of culture. Some of the best socio- 
logical analysis of religion has shown that religion in the modern world 
like the rest of culture is also exposed to forces of commodification. 
“The pluralistic situation,” writes Peter Berger, “is, above all, a market 
situation. In it, the religious institutions become marketing agencies and 
the religious traditions become consumer commodities.” ć* Indeed, in the 
United States the “salvation” department may be one of the most diversi- 
fied and profitable sectors of the entire mass culture industry. Yet it is 
symptomatic of the uncertain place of religion in the modern world that 
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theories of modern culture and the newly established field of the sociol- 
ogy of culture tend to ignore religion altogether. It is understood, at least 
tacitly, that by culture one means exclusively “secular” culture. 

It is the feminist critique of the public male/private female split which 
perhaps illuminates best the deep meaning of the modern privatization 
of religion. To say that “religion is a private affair” not only describes 
a historical process of institutional differentiation but actually prescribes 
the proper place for religion in social life. The place modernity assigns 
to religion is “home,” understood not as the physical space of the house- 
hold but as “‘the abiding place of one’s affections” (Webster’s). Home 
is the sphere of love, expression, intimacy, subjectivity, sentimentality, 
emotions, irrationality, morality, spirituality, and religion. This domestic 
sphere, moreover, is the female sphere par excellence. Indeed, Ann Doug- 
las has appropriately described the historical process of privatization of 
religion which took place in the first half of nineteenth-century America 
as a process of “feminization.” © 

As feminist critics and moral philosophers have pointed out, the femi- 
nization of religion and morality had impoverishing effects on both the 
private and the public realm.* Religion, like moral virtue, became so 
sentimentalized, subjectivized, and privatized that it lost not only public 
power but also intersubjective public relevance. Exempt from public dis- 
cursive rationality and accountability, religion as well as morality be- 
came simply a matter of individual, private taste. While premodern soci- 
eties tended to coerce public expressions of religion, from collective 
“Actos de Fe” in the public square to public and communal penance, 
modern societies by contrast tend to banish any public display of reli- 
gion. Actually, the privatization of religion reaches the point in which it 
becomes both “irreverent” and “in bad taste” to expose one’s religiosity 
publicly in front of others. Like the unconstrained exposure of one’s 
private bodily parts and emotions, religious confessions outside the 
strictly delimited religious sphere are considered not only a degradation 
of one’s privacy but also an infringement upon the right to privacy of 
others. 

The consequences for the public sphere of “work” were equally sig- 
nificant. Politics and economics became literally “amoral” spheres, 
realms from which moral or religious considerations ought to be ex- 
cluded. In the process, the “public sphere” itself became impoverished. 
Seyla Benhabib has shown that the liberal model of “public dialogue” 
and its “neutrality” rule impose certain “conversational restraints,” 
which tend to function as a “gag rule,” excluding from public delibera- 
tion the entire range of matters declared to be “‘private’”—from the pri- 
vate economy to the private domestic sphere to private norm formation. 
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Yet, as Benhabib points out, “The model of a public dialogue based on 
conversational restraint is not neutral, in that it presupposes a moral 
and political epistemology; this in turn justifies an implicit separation 
between the public and the private of such a kind as leads to the silencing 
of the concerns of certain excluded groups.”*” Furthermore, the principle 
of “dialogic neutrality” tends to ignore the “agonistic” dimension of 
politics and fails to recognize that “all struggles against oppression in the 
modern world begin by redefining what had previously been considered 
“private”, non-public and non-political issues as matters of public con- 
cern, as issues of justice, as sites of power which need discursive legiti- 
mation.” 

By incorporating the practical experience of the women’s movements 
and feminist theoretical concerns reflexively into her political theory, 
Benhabib is able to show not only the limits of the liberal model of 
“public space” but also the extent to which Habermas’s “discursive 
model” has inherited unnecessarily some “dubious distinctions from the 
liberal social-contract” that seem to be at odds with a more radically 
proceduralist reading of the theory. In the case of liberalism, the crucial 
need to maintain a clear differentiation between the spheres of legality 
and morality, in order to protect precisely all modern individual free- 
doms and the right to privacy, led to an overjuridical conception of the 
public and private divide. 

The same justifiable concern, Benhabib argues, leads Habermas to 
establish overly rigid boundaries between “public issues of justice” and 
“private conceptions of the good life,” “public interests” and “private 
needs,” and “public matters of norms and private matters of values.” ® 
The issue, of course, cannot be the elimination of those boundaries which 
are necessary to protect modern freedoms and to structure modern differ- 
entiated societies. What is at issue is the need to recognize that the 
boundaries themselves are and need to be open to contestation, redefini- 
tion, renegotiation, and discursive legitimation. According to Benhabib, 
“If the agenda of the conversation is radically open, if participants can 
bring any and all matters under critical scrutiny and reflexive ques- 
tioning, then there is no way to predefine the nature of the issues dis- 
cussed as being ones of justice or of the good life itself prior to the 
conversation.” This should include all boundaries: private and public, 
moral and legal, justice and the good life, religious and secular. It should 
also include the boundaries between all the functionally differentiated 
systemic spheres: state, economy, civil society, family, religion, and so 
forth. 

What I call the “deprivatization” of modern religion is the process 
whereby religion abandons its assigned place in the private sphere and 
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enters the undifferentiated public sphere of civil society to take part in 
the ongoing process of contestation, discursive legitimation, and redraw- 
ing of the boundaries. In the 1980s, religion throughout the world was 
in the forefront of various forms of public collective action, agonic as 
well as discursive, often on both sides of every contested issue, itself 
being both the subject and the object of contestation and debate. The 
issue, therefore, cannot be whether religion essentially is good or bad 
for politics, functional or dysfunctional for the social system, historically 
progressive or regressive. Social scientists, both as practical actors and 
as theorists who are also engaged in making “distinctions” and drawing 
boundaries, will need to develop analytical and normative criteria to 
differentiate the various forms of public religion and their possible socio- 
historical consequences. But above all, social scientists need to recognize 
that, despite all the structural forces, the legitimate pressures, and the 
many valid reasons pushing religion in the modern secular world into 
the private sphere, religion continues to have and will likely continue to 
have a public dimension. Theories of modernity, theories of modern 
politics, and theories of collective action which systematically ignore this 
public dimension of modern religion are necessarily incomplete theories. 


II 


Five Case Studies: 
Analytical Introduction 


The following case studies examine five different stories of the transfor- 
mation of public religions on the roads to modernity. Each of the empiri- 
cal studies has two sections. The first, the historical section, reconstructs 
in a highly schematic way the markedly different patterns of seculariza- 
tion and the histories of structural relations between church, state, and 
society in two types of settings. The second, the contemporary section, 
analyzes the various public roles the different religions have assumed in 
the last decades. 

The two types of settings are territorial national churches and compet- 
ing denominations within a free and pluralistic religious market. The 
first three case studies of Catholicism in Spain, Poland, and Brazil present 
three different stories of three typical territorial national churches which, 
despite their common Catholic doctrines, rituals, and ecclesiastical struc- 
tures, evince markedly different patterns of church, state, and societal 
interrelations. Although structured around the same central categories, 
each of the stories is meant to stand on its own. Instead of imposing a 
common analytical framework upon the different histories, 1 have tried 
to let the stories illustrate the different and changing meaning of the 
central analytical categories. 

Sociological categories are, by nature, historical and phenomenologi- 
cal. They are historical because the social reality they are supposed to 
help analyze is historical. As reality changes historically, the meaning of 
the categories used to analyze this reality must change accordingly. They 
are phenomenological because social scientists share most of their funda- 
mental categories with social actors who are constantly defining and 
redefining the meaning of those sociological categories. The attempts of 
social scientists to insulate their categories from historical change and 
from the changing phenomenological meanings given by the actors is 
futile and illusory. Such a state of affairs naturally makes for very impre- 
cise categories and for imprecise science. But in sociology categorial and 
scientific precision is usually bought at the price of interpretive relevance. 
The problem is particularly acute for comparative-historical sociology. 
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“Church” is the central analytical category of the present compara- 
tive-historical study. It should be obvious that the historical reality and 
the phenomenological meaning of “church” in, let us say, sixteenth-, 
nineteenth-, and twentieth-century Spain, Poland, and Brazil are radi- 
cally different. lt would be pointless, therefore, for a comparative- 
historical study of this nature to begin with a definition of what a 
church is. 

Indeed, there is a tension throughout the study between (a) the socio- 
logical, ideal-typical, category of church as defined by Max Weber and 
Ernst Troeltsch, a definition which they derived from the specific histori- 
cal reality of the post-Constantinian imperial Roman church; (b) the 
phenomenological-doctrinal self-definition of the relevant collective 
actors who constitute the church as an ecclesiastical institution—and 
here it is important to keep in mind that the Catholic church is both a 
transnational institution which transcends any particular national society 
and a national institution deeply embedded in the different histories 
and structures of particular countries—and (c) the historically changing 
reality of national churches, particularly the changing structural location 
of the church in relation to state and society. 

From the particular perspective of this study, that is, from the perspec- 
tive of churches as “public” religions, it is the third meaning, the chang- 
ing structural reality and the changing relational character of churches, 
that is most relevant. The most important conclusion one may draw from 
a comparative-historical analysis of the Spanish, Polish, and Brazilian 
chúrches is that the structural location any church occupies between 
state and society determines to a large extent the form which such a 
church assumes as a public religion. Insofar as churches are compulsory 
institutions, in Weber’s sense of the term, they are by definition state- 
oriented institutions. Either they themselves control the means of com- 
pulsion, in which case they are theocratic state institutions, or they must 
rely on the state to protect their compulsory status. This means that as 
long as the church aspires to be a compulsory institution it is the different 
and changing nature of the state that determines above all the different 
and changing nature of the church. 

From this perspective, the two most important transformations in the 
period under study were, first, the emergence of the modern system of 
centralized absolutist states and the related emergence of national territo- 
rial churches and, second, the emergence of the secular state with its 
claims of separation from the church and liberation from the religious- 
normative type of integration of the political community. The Spanish 
Catholic church may be viewed as the paradigmatic example of an estab- 
lished church of a multinational imperial state which violently resisted 
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its disestablishment from the liberal state and which was able to reassert, 
also with violence, its status as the established church of a Catholic state. 

The Polish Catholic church offers the paradigmatic example of a state 
church manqué, that is, of a territorial national church in search of a 
nation-state, assuming the symbolic representation and the religious- 
normative integration of the nation in the absence of the state, protecting 
the nation from disjunction and foreign occupation, and resisting the 
imposition of a secular state that attempted to disestablish the church 
from the nation. 

The Brazilian Catholic church may be viewed as a typical example of 
a colonial church which was mainly the caesaropapist administrative 
arm of an imperial-colonial state, later transformed into the established 
church of a liberal-positivist state, which reemerged after disestablish- 
ment aspiring to become a national church in alliance with the populist 
state and its project of national development. 

In a second, different setting the United States represents the para- 
digmatic and historically first model of the separation of church an 
state. Perfect separation entails the constitutional abolition of the church 
and its transformation into a religious denomination. Constitutionally, 
in the eyes of the law, every religious association, irrespective Of its 
self-definition, has the same denominational status. Denominations must 
per force be society oriented and become voluntary, competitive religious 
associations. From now on, it is their relation to society that will primar- 
ily determine their nature. Evangelical Protestantism emerged aS the 
transdenominational hegemonic civil religion of American society- Ca- 
tholicism emerged as the sectarian territorially organized national de- 
nomination of immigrant Catholic ethnics. 

The so-called Catholic aggiornamento of the 1960s, culminating 1n 
the Second Universal Vatican Council, officially redefined the self- 
identity of the Catholic church. That is, the relevant collective actors, 
which in the case of a hierarchic episcopal church are the representative 
bishops of the global church, publicly redefined their own identity as 4 
church. From the perspective of this study the most important CONS¢- 
quence of this collective redefinition of the situation was the transforma- 
tion of the Catholic church from a state-centered to a society-centere 
institution. 

Thus, while the historical sections of the case studies could be con- 
strued as evidence that in determining the type of public religion, reli- 
gious doctrines, that is, self-definitions, do not matter and structural 
location is everything, the contemporary sections show that an official 
change in religious doctrine, that is, in the self-definition of the relevant 
collective actors, may significantly affect the structural location of any 
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given church. Prior to Vatican II, the Spanish, Polish, and Brazilian Cath- 
olic churches occupied very different structural positions in what were 
also very different political regimes. After the council all three churches, 
and other national Catholic churches throughout the world, began to 
assume a similar structural position and to play similar positive roles 
in challenging the respective authoritarian regimes and facilitating the 
transition to democracy. Four documents of Vatican II form the core of 
the new collective self-definition of the church and have given the main 
direction to the generalized reformation of national Catholic churches: 
Dignitatis Humanae, Gaudium et Spes, Lumen Gentium, and Christus 
Dominus.' 

From a world-historical perspective, the Declaration on Religious 
Freedom, Dignitatis Humanae, is perhaps the most consequential and 
the most radical departure from tradition. It establishes the very condi- 
tions of possibility for a modern type of Catholic public religion. Without 
this declaration every other document would have been for all practical 
purposes meaningless. The recognition of the inalienable right of every 
individual to freedom of conscience, based on the sacred dignity of the 
human person, means that the church abandons its compulsory character 
and becomes a “free church.” Truth can no longer be imposed, nor is it 
permissible to coerce individual consciences to follow external dictates. 
The immediate historical consequences of the declaration were (a) the 
acceptance of the modern principle of disestablishment and separation of 
church and state; (b) the contestability of any Catholic party or political 
movement officially sponsored by the Catholic church; and (c) in the 
long run the incompatibility of a dogmatic conception of authoritative 
tradition and the principle of freedom of conscience.” 

In terms of the internal transformation of Catholicism, particularly 
of its economic and political ethics (in Weber’s sense of the term), the 
most radical departure from tradition with equally visible world- 
historical consequences was the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 
the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes. This document represents the 
lifting of the Catholic anathema that was hanging over modernity and 
the final acceptance of the legitimacy of the modern saeculum, of the 
modern age and of the modern world. This process of secularization 
in its spatial dimension entails a change from an otherworldly to an 
innerworldly orientation. From now on, action on behalf of peace and 
justice and participation in the transformation of the world will become 
not an added but a constitutive dimension of the church’s divine mission. 
In its temporal dimension, the legitimacy of the modern age entails the 
acceptance of the principle of historicity and the church’s obligation to 
discern “the signs of the times.” It is no longer a question of the church 
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teaching the world eternal truths and upholding the objective moral 
order ontologically inscribed in natural law, but of the church accepting 
the task of having to appropriate the meaning of the Gospel in and 
through historical interpretation. 

Ecclesiologically, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen 
Gentium, radically altered the self-identity of the church as a religious 
institution by placing at the beginning of the text the definition of the 
church as “the People of God,” where everyone, the laity and the clergy, 
shares, unequally to be sure, in the same priesthood of Christ. Only then 
does there follow a discussion of the episcopate and of the hierarchic 
division of labor within the church. Similarly, discussions of the function 
of the laity in the church and of the universal calling to sanctity precede 
the discussion of “the religious” and of their function and calling. 

Finally, the Decree on the Bishops’ Pastoral Office in the Church, 
Christus Dominus, stresses the collective, collegial nature of the episco- 
pate as successors to the college of the Apostles, who in communion 
with the pope exercise jointly the pastoral and magisterial office of the 
entire church. The decree also recommends that the institution of synods 
and councils of the early church be renewed, and it mandates the estab- 
lishment of national and regional episcopal conferences, The most im- 
portant implication of the last two documents, Lumen Gentium and 
Christus Dominus, is the very redefinition of just who constitutes the 
relevant collective actors with the authority to define the collective self- 
identity of the church. 

As shown by the ideological struggles taking place within the church 
since the accession of Karol Wojtyta to the Papacy, and particularly since 
the accession of Cardinal Ratzinger to the old post of modern “‘grand 
inquisitor,” there is much room for disagreement among the relevant 
collective actors over the correct theological interpretation of those texts. 
But sociologically speaking, the sociohistorical consequences, intended 
or unintended, unleashed by the publication and the widespread internal- 
ization of the message of these documents are undeniable. There is no 
better confirmation than the very emergence of a project of Catholic 
“restoration” based on the premise that these sociohistorical conse- 
quences were the unexpected and undesired result of a misinterpretation 
of the original Vatican intent.’ 

If before it was the nature of the state that was crucial in determining 
the character of the church, once the church ceases to be or no longer 
aspires to become a compulsory institution, it is the nature or the model 
of society held by the relevant social actors that determines the changing 
character of the church as a public religion. The role of the Catholic 
church in processes of democratization in Spain, Poland, and Brazil was 
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different not only because of the diverse nature of the authoritarian 
regimes but also because of the different nature and models of society 
in the three countries. Following Guillermo O’Donnell, the categories of 
“civil society,” “nation,” and “the people” are used in the three compar- 
ative-historical studies as alternative contested models of society and as 
alternative principles and structures of mediation between state and soci- 
ety, and between church and society.* 

The Spanish Catholic church has finally accepted disestablishment 
from the state and the reality of a pluralist civil society. The question is 
whether under such conditions the church can still find any role as a 
public religion. The Polish Catholic church played a crucial role in legiti- 
mating the emergence of a Polish civil society. The question is whether 
the church is willing to give up completely its historical identity as a 
state church manqué and to become disestablished from the nation. If in 
Poland the tension is that between nation and civil society as structuring 
collective identity principles of society, in Brazil the tension is between 
the principles of civil society and “the people.” The Brazilian Catholic 
church’s adoption of a new identity as ““the People’s Church” was crucial 
in facilitating the transition to democracy. But with the institutionaliza- 
tion of a democratic political regime, this identity found itself in tension 
with the reality of a pluralistically structured civil society and with the 
reality of the elitist, professional structures of mediation of political so- 
ciety. 

The Catholic aggiornamento also had fateful consequences for Ameri- 
can Catholicism. From its inception Catholicism in the United States had 
been a minority sect, at times persecuted, at times barely tolerated, that 
was compelled by circumstances to keep its religion private and that 
strove to assimilate its ethnic immigrants while protecting their separate 
faith and to become accepted as an American denomination. The Vatican 
redefinition challenged the American Catholic church to question its 
Americanism, to abandon its private posture, and to assume the identity 
of a public denomination. 

Placing the study of Evangelical Protestantism in a comparative- 
historical context within the study of the transformation of Catholic 
churches to modernity is particularly instructive in a dual sense. It helps 
to view the sectarian withdrawal of Protestant fundamentalism as the 
typical reaction of a church which resists its disestablishment from civil 
society and refuses to become just another private denomination. Fur- 
thermore, a look at the parallel trajectory of the Catholic and evangelical 
denominations in twentieth-century America helps to understand the 
contemporary evangelical revival and its public reemergence as a form 
of evangelical aggiornamento. 


3 Spain: From State Church 
to Disestablishment 


The centuries-long Christian Reconquista of the Iberian Peninsula from 
the Muslim conquerors led to an early identification of religious and 
national identity. But it was the formation of the early modern Spanish 
state under the Catholic kings that led to the identification of church 
and state and to the transformation of Spanish Christianity into the 
church militant. Religious mobilization played a crucial role in the mak- 
ing of the Spanish state. Indeed, the belatedly introduced Inquisition 
(1481) was bound to play a state-making function, becoming the first 
truly national, unified, and centralized state institution. The expulsion 
of Jews, Muslims, and Moriscos from Spain took place within a typical 
pattern of popular pressure from below and religious mobilization from 
above.! 

In order to reintegrate itself with Europe, Spain shed its two unwanted 
religions precisely at a time when Europe itself was being cut asunder 
by the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter-Reformation. 
The Counter-Reformation put an end to Spain’s enthusiastic economic, 
political, and cultural experiments in early modernity. The Hapsburg 
monarchy, the Universal Church, and the American colonial empire all 
combined to sacrifice the incipient Spanish nation-state to the ideal and 
material interests of the “Universal Christian Monarchy,” a historical 
project at odds with the emerging international system of European 
states.” 

The church militant went on fighting Islam in the Mediterranean and 
in Asia, pagans in America, and heretics in Europe. Spain had turned 
the concept of religious crusade against Christian Europe. The defeat of 
Spain’s quixotic imperialism led to its bitter isolation from the emerging 
modern Europe. Crown and church together decided to preserve within 
the Spanish dominions the universalist and Catholic ideal of political 
and religious unity that they had failed to maintain by force in Europe. 
Unlike other European nations, Spain would not recover from the gen- 
eral seventeenth-century crisis.° 

The Bourbons in the eighteenth century began the slow process of 
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reorientation toward Europe. But the task of catching up was made 
complicated by the fact that those forces opposing the “enlightened” 
reforms refused to accept the view that the difference between Spain and 
Europe was one of quantifiable “backwardness,” insisting that there 
was a qualitatively unreachable cleavage between two mutually exclusive 
civilizations. When the typical sixteenth-century conflict between “an- 
cients” and “moderns” reemerged in eighteenth-century Spain, it began 
to resemble the form it would take in Eastern European countries, partic- 
ularly in Russia, and in non-Western civilizations resisting Western- 
ization.‘ 

In eighteenth-century Spain the conflict first emerged within the 
church itself between a reformist wing led by the Augustinians and en- 
lightened clerics, protected by enlightened despotism, and a traditionalist 
wing led by the Jesuits and the Dominicans. What the ultramontane 
Jesuits were most against was Bourbon regalism and the puritan Jan- 
senism of the reformers, while the scholastic Dominicans were obstinate 
in their opposition to the introduction of modern philosophy and mod- 
ern science into Spanish universities. The expulsion of the Jesuits from 
the Spanish dominions in 1776, following a series of urban “riots” in 
Madrid for which the Jesuits were conveniently blamed, marked the 
temporary triumph of reformist Gallican caesaropapism. But the French 
Revolution and Napoleon's intervention in Spanish politics shattered the 
“enlightened” model of elite-controlled reform from above, took away 
the “aura” from the absolute monarchy, and brought in its place modern 
forms of political conflicts and collective action.* 

The church played a crucial role in the mobilization of the Spanish 
people against the Napoleonic invasion. The War of Independence, led 
locally in many instances by guerrilla priests, was fought as a religious 
crusade against “the impious hosts of Satan.” The traditional identifica- 
tion of Catholic faith and Spanish nation was thereby strengthened. 
Meanwhile, cut off from the rest of Spain, self-appointed political elites 
met in Cádiz to draft the 1812 Liberal Constitution, which proclaimed 
the sovereignty of the nation. More than the measures dismantling the 
ancien régime, such as the abolition of seigneurial jurisdictions and the 
disentailment of the lands of the church, it was the abolition of the 
Inquisition in 1813 that gave rise to the fiercest polemics between Liber- 
ales and Serviles in the Cortes de Cádiz. Prominent liberal clerics led the 
attack on the Holy Office. Indeed, the clergy, with its ninety-seven depu- 
ties, constituted almost one-third of the Constituent Assembly. But the 
church hierarchy and the rural clergy reacted against the attempts to 
dissolve the Inquisition and were able to redirect their diatribes from the 
French invaders to the internal heretics, the liberal afrancesados. Catho- 
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lic Spain now turned the concept of religious crusade against liberal 
Spain. The phenomenon of “the two Spains,” a Catholic Hispanic Spain 
facing a liberal Europeanizing one, was born.° 

In 1814 the people of Madrid staged an enthusiastic welcome to the 
restored absolutist king, shouting “Long live the fetters,” thus mocking 
the slogan of the liberal Enlightenment, “Let's break the fetters.” At the 
beginning of the nineteenth century the church, that is, its hierarchy and 
most of its clergy, stood with the crown and ordinary people against 
reformist liberal elites. The absolutist restoration forced Spanish liberals 
into exile or underground into Masonic lodges and conspiratorial secret 
societies. There took place the typical Latin fusion of liberalism and 
anticlericalism, as well as the typical Iberian fusion of liberalism and 
praetorian politics.” 

The early identification of nation and religious faith that had facili- 
tated early modern state formation and had spared Spain the religious 
civil wars of early modern Europe now became an impediment to mod- 
ern nation building and transformed modern political conflicts into reli- 
gious warfare. The three civil wars of modern Spain—the First Carlist 
War (1833-40), the Second Carlist War (1870—76), and the Spanish 
Civil War (1936—39)—all started as antimodern counterrevolutions and 
were sanctified by an embattled Catholic church as religious crusades 
against godless liberalism or atheistic communism. As a counterpart, the 
burning of churches and convents and the killing of clerics and nuns 
was to become a typically recurrent feature of Spain’s modern political 
upheavals from the 1830s, when the first public outbursts of fierce anti- 
clericalism occurred in Madrid and in other major cities, to the 1930s.* 

Spanish developments per se were not unique. They represent an ex- 
treme version of what David Martin has termed “the French (Latin) 
pattern” of secularization. In this pattern, according to Martin, 


such revolutionary explosions become endemic, and religion as such is frequently 
a political issue. Coherent and massive secularism confronts coherent and mas- 
sive religiosity. . . . One ethos confronts an alternative ethos, particularly where 
the elite culture of the secular Enlightenment acquires a mass component and 
achieves a historicized ideology i.e. Marxism.’ 


What was unique about Spanish developments was, first, the triumph of 
Catholic reactive organicism over modern secularism in the Spanish Civil 
War and, second, the fact that this protracted religious-political conflict 
between “ancients” and “moderns” assumed in Spain the form of a 
civilizational conflict between a Catholic Hispanic Spain and a liberal 
Europeanizing one. 

In the 1830s, by embracing Carlism and rallying the peasantry of 
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Northern Spain against the new constitutional monarchy, the church 
managed to alienate most social forces in the country. The state’s re- 
sponse was to disentail the lands of the church, to abolish the tithe, and 
to dissolve the monastic orders. The quick sale of the lands of the church 
at auction provided the Spanish Treasury with the needed revenues to 
fight the Carlist insurrection, but it frustrated the old liberal project of 
creating a landowning peasantry loyal to the liberal regime. The proper- 
ties fell into the hands of conservative landowners, who from now on 
were bound to the liberal cause by their material interests. Thus, the 
“betrayed” liberal revolution consolidated the “latifundist”” agrarian 
capitalism of Central and Southern Spain, while the church lost its rural 
economic base as well as its ties with the rural proletariat that developed 
there. Simultaneously, however, since the legitimist Carlist cause became 
fused with peripheral Basque and Catalan nationalism, the church’s sup- 
port of Carlism also consolidated the church’s strong presence in those 
regions. !° 

By mid-century, expropriation had left the Spanish church destitute. 
The closing of monasteries and the dissolution of the male religious 
orders had brought to an end the influence the church had exerted 
through education and beneficence. Save in the North, the church found 
itself forsaken, divorced from the state and from the ruling classes. The 
dramatic decrease in the size of the clergy, from approximately two 
hundred thousand in 1808 to fifty-six thousand in 1860, despite Spain’s 
sharp overall population increase, is a telling indicator of the seculariza- 
tion of Spanish society."! 

The church, however, soon began its reconquest of Spanish society 
through a renewed alliance with the liberal oligarchic state. The 1851 
Concordat brought about a détente between church and state. It entailed 
the final recognition of the liberal regime by the Vatican in exchange for a 
gradual and partial reestablishment of Catholicism. The 1868 “Glorious 
Revolution” brought a second, briefer and more superficial, disestablish- 
ment. But the 1874 Restauracion resecured the alliance between church 
and state.*? Bourgeoisie and landowners, their revolution safely accom- 
plished, found it opportune to reconcile themselves with a needy church. 
The new ruling class attained respectability and obtained an important 
ally in blocking the political demands of radical democrats and the socio- 
economic demands of the lower classes. The bourgeoisie was brought 
back into the church’s bosom, adopting a mainly external form of cul- 
tural Catholicism while refusing to concede to the church any control 
over private conscience or private morality. Spanish Catholicism, while 
maintaining its mass base in the landowning peasantry of the North, 
became an increasingly urban and “bourgeois” institution. Meanwhile, 
the growing rural and urban proletariat was becoming increasingly “‘de- 
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Christianized.” In its eagerness to bring its strayed sheep back into the 
fold, the church had abandoned the larger flock. At the turn of the 
twentieth century, in the chronic conflicts between capital and labor and 
between oligarchic caciquismo and mass democracy, the Spanish church 
stood firmly, with but a few exceptions, on the side of capital and ca- 
ciquismo.** 

But the Spanish liberal state also had to pay dearly for the legitimation 
of the Catholic church. From now on, the state would have to support 
the clergy economically, thereby feeding lower-class resentment against 
the state and against a church which had become part of the state admin- 
istration. But more important, the liberal state ceded to the church con- 
trol over public and private education, thus giving up the best instrument 
it had to build a modern nation and to shape the mind of its citizenry. 
Clerical education, both directly and indirectly, reinforced the tendency 
of religious, class, and ethnic-national identities to become more impor- 
tant than any all-Spanish national identity. Moreover, the reestablish- 
ment of the confessional state also reinforced the old identification be- 
tween the “official” Spanish nation-state and the Catholic faith at a time 
when large sections of the population were abandoning the church and 
adopting militant atheism. Not surprisingly, anticlerical and antistatist 
ideologies grew contemporaneously.!* 

The alliance between the state and the Catholic church came to an 
end during the Second Spanish Republic (1930—36). The Republic insti- 
tuted the separation of church and state, took over from the church 
control of public education, and enforced the privatization of Catholi- 
cism and the laicization of Spanish society. When the Republican leader 
Manuel Azaña proclaimed in the Republican Cortes that Spain had 
ceased being Catholic, he was only stating polemically the new constitu- 
tional reality. But in the context of the aggressive anticlericalism and 
laicism of the Republic, the Catholic church understood the proclama- 
tion as a call to arms. The church stopped short of voicing its unloyal 
opposition to the new republican regime publicly, but it became evident 
that the Spanish Catholic church was not willing to accept the liberal 
principles of separation of church and state, state control of public edu- 
cation, freedom of conscience, religious freedom, and the privatization 
of Catholicism. Unwilling to accept the loss of its privileges, apprehensive 
of the officially condoned anticlerical attacks, and fearful of the more 
serious threats posed by the impending socialist revolution, the Catholic 
church joined the military uprising enthusiastically and sanctified the 
sanguinary civil war as a religious crusade of liberation. The violent and 
unrestrained religious persecution in many areas of the Republican zone 
confirmed the church’s worst fears of the militant atheism of the Spanish 
left. The church's response, however, was to condone and all too often 
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to sanctify an even more violent and indiscriminate official repression in 
the Nationalist zone.” 

Victory in civil war brought the absolute triumph of Catholic Spain 
over “the other Spain.” Catholicism became once again the official state 
religion. The church regained all its institutional privileges and was of- 
fered the modern administrative means to enforce its religious monopoly 
and to impose the unity of faith and nation. Through state coercion, 
Spanish society became Catholic again. Though often used as a deroga- 
tory term, Nacional-Catolicismo serves as the most apt shorthand analyt- 
ical characterization of the Franco regime. While the regime adopted 
many of the external manifestations of fascism in its ideology, organiza- 
tion, and symbolic paraphernalia, it is no exaggeration to say that the 
Catholic church constituted the main institutional and ideological pillar 
of the regime.?* 

The church gave the regime the original ideological legitimation of 
the civil war and its main initial source of mass popular mobilization. 
After the war, once the regime began demobilizing, Catholicism became 
the source of its diffused legitimation and the basis for its authoritarian 
“mentality.” Catholic corporatism became the only slightly coherent 
ideological and formative principle of the regime. Catholic lay organiza- 
tions, first the elitist Asociación Católica Nacional de Propagandistas 
(ACNAdP) and later the even more elitist Opus Dei, provided the Francoist 
state with its most important administrative cadres. When, following the 
defeat of the Axis powers, the regime found itself boycotted and shunned 
as an international pariah, the church through its links with the Vatican 
and other Catholic churches provided the regime with its first basis for 
international legitimation. !” 

It was at least part of the official rhetoric to portray the regime as the 
ideal Catholic model of church-state relations and as the exemplification 
of the Catholic “third way” between liberal democratic capitalism and 
totalitarian socialism. Franco himself in his public speeches and particu- 
larly in his writings appropriated the typical Catholic antimodern philos- 
ophy of history, declaring that the civil war had been a crusade against 
Masonry (his personal bête noire), the French Encyclopedia, and all their 
modern derivations—liberalism, capitalism, and socialism. Modern lib- 
eral Spain, from the eighteenth-century Enlightenment to the Second 
Spanish Republic, was to be repressed and forgotten. The “New Spain” 
was to forsake all its ties with a decrepit modern world. Modeling itself 
after the great imperial age of the Catholic kings and the Counter- 
Reformation, it was to resume Spanish history where it had left off 
prior to the introduction of the foreign heresies that had precipitated its 
decline.® 
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Given this fusion of church and state, of Catholicism and regime, the 
slow but progressive distancing of the church from the regime which 
began in the early 1960s and the open conflict and final break between 
the two in the 1970s were important in the legitimation crisis and the 
final dissolution of the regime.!? A purely instrumental explanation of 
those changes as a conscious strategy of institutional adaptation on the 
part of the church would be patently inadequate. Even if one were to 
privilege such an interpretation, it would still be necessary to explain 
what made it possible for the Spanish church to abandon its traditional 
reactive organicism and to adopt for the first time in its modern history 
such a rational future-oriented strategy of adaptation to changed circum- 
stances.? The conjunction of three interrelated processes could serve to 
explain in part the change in orientation by the Spanish Catholic church 
from a state-centered to a society-centered strategy. 


The Internal Transformation of Spanish Catholicism 


To a large extent, the massive re-Catholicization of Spanish society after 
the civil war was rather superficial, as it was mainly the result of adminis- 
trative coercion and public pressure. As the coercion and the pressure 
diminished progressively, the Catholic revival petered out. But some as- 
pects of the revival were genuine and would have a deep effect both on 
the transformation of Spanish Catholicism and on the relationships of 
church, state, and society.? Among the manifestations of the Catholic 
revival which pointed to internal changes within Spanish Catholicism 
were the following: 

e The emergence for the first time in modern Spanish history of 
groups of autonomous and respectable lay Catholic intellectuals who 
came to play an important critical role in the otherwise extremely impov- 
erished intellectual discourse of Franco’s Spain and would serve to medi- 
ate the chasm between the “two Spains.” Figures like Aranguren, Lain 
Entralgo, and Tovar are paradigmatic here. For the first time as well, 
lay Catholic intellectuals had an impact upon the theological discourse 
of Spanish Catholicism.” 

e The emergence of two modern, that is, innerworldly, Catholic reli- 
gious movements that would come to play an important role in Franco’s 
Spain and that would spread beyond Spain to become the first modern 
contribution of Spanish Catholicism to the Universal Church. The Cur- 
sillos de Cristiandad was the first historical manifestation within Spanish 
Catholicism of a Catholic type of evangelical revivalism and born-again 
Christianity. Similarly, the Opus Dei was the first manifestation within 
Spanish Catholicism of a militant type of Protestant ethic. Particularly 
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the Opus Dei, the secretive lay Catholic movement/organization, proved 
very successful after the civil war in recruiting young upwardly mobile 
elites through its new message of sanctification of professional work and 
ascetic dedication to one’s professional calling.” 

@ The emergence, also for the first time in Spanish history, of a genu- 
ine social Catholicism springing from Catholic Action. Groups within the 
Catholic workers’ movement, Hermandades Obreras de Acción Católica 
(HOAC) and Juventudes Obreras Católicas (JOC), became radicalized 
in the 1950s and progressively began to confront both the Catholic hier- 
archy and the regime.** 


Structural Transformations of the Regime 


In 1956 there took place in the University of Madrid a series of violent 
clashes between Catholic and Falange students fighting for control of 
the student movement. The student conflicts paralleled the power strug- 
gles that were taking place within the state administration between Cath- 
olic and Falange leaders. Both groups were trying to determine the direc- 
tion of the new economic policies needed to overcome the economic 
impasse reached by the regime, once the import-substitution model of 
industrialization appeared to be exhausted. Unexpectedly, Franco dis- 
missed the leaders of both warring factions and called Opus Dei members 
into the government. The Opus Dei “technocrats” introduced radical 
changes in the economic policies of the regime by pursuing an aggressive 
policy of export-oriented economic growth, the rationalization of the 
state administration, and the integration of Spain into the world capital- 
ist system.” 

The replacement of Catholic Action elites, close to the Catholic 
church’s hierarchy, which had served the regime since its inception, by 
parvenu elites from the Opus Dei, a sectarian movement within Spanish 
Catholicism viewed suspiciously by the church as well as by the eco- 
nomic, political, and cultural establishment, had the unintended conse- 
quence of facilitating the progressive distancing of the church and other 
established elites from the regime. Out of power, the displaced elites 
adopted a posture of semiloyal, semidemocratic opposition to the regime 
and began to serve as a mediating link with the more radical democratic 
opposition. Furthermore, technocracy, development ideologies, and ide- 
ologies proclaiming “the end of ideology” came to replace Catholicism 
as the basis for the ideological legitimation of the regime. Some of the 
displaced Catholic elites also adopted genuinely Christian Democracy, 
establishing links with European Christian Democracy.”® 
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As the social consequences of the new stabilization policies introduced 
by the technocrats became clear, some Catholic bishops from the South, 
first individually and later collectively, began in their pastoral letters to 
criticize openly the social policies of the regime. In this respect, although 
the radicalization was milder in the Spanish case, the bishops from the 
latifundist South played a similar role to the one played by the Northeast 
bishops in the radicalization of the Brazilian church. Bishop Añoveros 
came to occupy within the Spanish church and in the eyes of the regime 
a position similar to the one occupied by Dom Helder Cámara in the 
Brazilian church. Similarly, although it was less severe in the Spanish 
case, state repression directed against Catholic priests and laity opposing 
the regime led moderate sectors of the church to close institutional ranks 
and to confront the regime openly while also protecting the new opposi- 
tion movements emerging from civil society.’ 

The acute secularization of Spanish society that accompanied the 
rapid processes of industrialization and urbanization was viewed at first 
with alarm by the church's hierarchy. Slowly, however, the most con- 
scious sectors of Spanish Catholicism began to talk of Spain no longer 
as an inherently Catholic nation to be reconquered anew but rather as 
a país de misión. Catholic faith could no longer be compulsorily enforced 
from above; it had to be voluntarily adopted through a process of indi- 
vidual conversion. With the official adoption of the new Vatican policies, 
Spanish Catholicism for the first time ceased resisting modern processes 
of secularization. Slowly the church learned to come to terms with secu- 
larization and even to view them as a “sign of the times.”* 


External Transformations of Catholicism 


At the Second Vatican Council, the Spanish bishops probably constituted 
one of the most conservative blocs of the assembled Catholic hierarchy. 
Prior to the council some sectors of the Spanish clergy and laity had 
begun their own process of aggiornamento. But their demands had found 
little resonance within the hierarchy. Now the official policies coming 
from Rome gave the modern sectors of Spanish Catholicism the leverage 
they needed to pressure the hierarchy and to confront the regime.?? 
The promulgation of the encyclical Pacem in Terris (1963) marked a 
turning point. The Christian Democratic sector—gathered around the 
ex-minister of education Ruiz Giménez and their influential journal 
Cuadernos para el Diálogo —now took the lead in demanding the institu- 
tionalization of the rule of law, the transformation of the regime into an 
Estado de Derecho (Rechtsstaat), and the protection of the human, civil, 
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and political rights of the Spanish people. Ironically, some of the same 
Catholic groups and individuals who in the 1950s had represented the 
regime at home and abroad as a model of Catholic order now took the 
leadership in questioning the legitimacy of the regime. Moreover, the 
privileged exemption from state censorship which Catholic publications 
had gained after the war could now be used to criticize the regime and 
to defend general principles of freedom of expression and freedom of 
the press.*° 

The transformation of Spanish Catholicism was both sudden and ex- 
tensive. The change in language from Latin to the vernacular was accom- 
panied by a more significant change in the content of Catholic discourse. 
Even a superficial comparison of the Catholic publications of the 1950s 
with those of the 1960s reveals the difference.** The training of priests in 
the seminaries underwent a radical overhaul. Scholasticism was abruptly 
dropped and replaced with modern philosophies and modern theologies. 
A new generation of priests avidly embraced the new direction, taking 
a confrontational attitude vis-a-vis their own older colleagues, their hier- 
archy, and their confused flocks.?*? Spanish popular religiosity, already 
weak when compared with that of Poland, was unable to survive the 
iconoclastic onslaught of the new liturgy and the new pastoral practices. 
Active Catholic cadres and some sectors of the laity, particularly among 
the middle classes, felt comfortable with the new Catolicismo conciliar, 
but many Catholics were not able to make the transition and stopped 
practicing altogether. Most young priests, and even some older ones, felt 
increasingly uncomfortable with their traditional roles as sacramental 
mediators and searched for personally and socially relevant pastoral 
practices, usually adopting various forms of social service and political 
activism. Religious vocations, a traditional avenue of social mobility, 
became much less popular and the secularization of the regular and 
secular clergy increased dramatically. The number of seminarians, for 
example, decreased from 8,397 in 1961/62 to 2,791 in 1972/73; around 
four hundred priests left the clergy annually between 1966 and 1971; 
and one-third of Spanish Jesuits left the order between 1966 and 1975.33 

Throughout the 1960s, the Spanish church was sharply divided along 
generational lines between a majority of bishops and a large minority of 
priests over sixty years of age, on one hand, and a minority of bishops 
and a majority of priests under forty years of age, on the other. The 
Vatican’s intervention in Spanish affairs, by changing the organizational 
structure and the composition of the Spanish episcopate, tipped the bal- 
ance of forces in favor of the new Catholicism. By 1970, the reformers 
had gained control of the newly created National Conference of Bishops, 
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which had replaced the older Conference of Metropolitans. At first, by 
refusing to give up its right of presentation of bishops, the Franco regime 
had presented a serious obstacle to Vatican attempts to renovate the 
Spanish episcopate. But the Vatican managed to circumvent this obstacle 
by forcing older bishops to retire, who thereby lost their right to vote in 
the National Conference, and by nominating younger auxiliary bishops 
with the right to vote. By nominating auxiliary bishops, the Vatican was 
able to exclude the regime’s intervention in their nomination. Of the 
seventy bishops who constituted the Spanish episcopate in 1966, 65 
percent were sixty years of age or older and only five were auxiliary 
bishops. By 1973, there were seventy-seven bishops, seventeen of which 
were auxiliary bishops, while the number of bishops sixty years of age 
or older had decreased to 40 percent of the total.*4 

Two events make the year 1971 a turning point in the transformation 
of the Spanish church. That year Cardinal Tarancón, who represented a 
majority of moderate bishops, was elected president of the National 
Conference. From now on the church would openly demand the liberal- 
ization and democratization of the regime. Nothing perhaps better cap- 
tures the dissociation of the Catholic church from the Franco regime 
than the famous incident in 1973 when, at the funeral of the president 
of the government, Carrero Blanco, who had been killed by ETA, the 
Basque terrorist organization, the extreme right shouted to the presiding 
cardinal, “Tarancón al paredón” (“up against the wall”). At the very 
moment when the Spanish left abandoned its historical anticlericalism, 
it was being adopted by the Spanish right, resentful of the betrayal of a 
church that, after having been so pampered by the regime, was now 
abandoning it.** 

The other important event of 1971 was the convention of the First 
Joint National Assembly of Bishops and Priests, which produced the 
celebrated public confession of sin for the role played by the church in 
the Spanish Civil War. The famous text read: “We humbly recognize 
our sin and ask for forgiveness, for we did not know how to become 
true ‘ministers of reconciliation’ among our people, torn by a fratricidal 
war.”* This policy of reconciliation was probably the most important 
contribution of the Spanish Catholic church to Spain's transition to de- 
mocracy. 


The Role of the Church in the Transition 


If the dissociation of the church from the Franco regime contributed to 
the regime’s crisis of legitimation, the church’s support of the democratic 
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opposition contributed to the strengthening of civil society. The role of 
the church in the process of democratization can be analyzed at three 
different levels. 


The Militancy of Catholic Activists in the Democratic Opposition 


From the late 1950s on, Catholics played an active role in the emergence 
of the new democratic opposition movement. One finds engagé Catholics 
among the leadership of the whole spectrum of opposition parties, from 
the monarchists to the extreme left. Some developments have primarily 
symbolic significance. For instance, the theocratic, monarchist Carlist 
movement, which from the 1830s to the 1930s had provided the shock 
troops of counterrevolutionary Catholicism in all three civil wars, be- 
came radicalized in its opposition to the regime and adopted a “socialist” 
platform. Some of the most radical underground opposition groups, like 
the Castroist Frente de Liberación Popular (FLP) and the Trotskyist Or- 
ganización Revolucionaria de Trabajadores (ORT), had Catholic origins. 
None of these groups, however, were able to survive the transition to 
electoral democratic politics. Of much greater historical relevance was 
the fact that for the first time in Spanish history Catholics joined and 
played an active role in the historical parties of the left, the Socialist 
party (PSOE) and in the Communist party (PCE). Indeed, the fusion of 
the Catholic and the secular left in the underground opposition to the 
regime was an important factor in the disappearance of anticlericalism 
from Spanish politics?” 

Worker priests and lay activists who came from the Catholic workers” 
movement of the 1950s also played a central role in the emergence of 
the new working-class movement of the 1960s and in the establishment 
of the new semiclandestine trade unions, Comisiones Obreras and Union 
Sindical Obrera (USO). 

Catholic activists also played an important part in the reemergence 
of the Catalan and Basque nationalist movements in the 1960s. But this 
fact is less remarkable, since the Catholic church historically had always 
supported the nationalist movements in both regions, maintaining a close 
alliance there with society against the centralist Castilian state. 


The Church’s Protection of the Democratic Opposition 


Even in the worst periods of Francoist repression, the norms and values 
of civil society and the democratic traditions of liberal Spain were pre- 
served and transmitted through the family, the working class, and intel- 
lectual networks. The moment state repression eased in the early 1960s 
oppositional activities against the regime proliferated throughout the 
country and in all spheres of society. In this respect, the democratic 
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opposition movement in Spain emerged independently of any support 
from the institutional church.* Unlike in Poland or Brazil, the Spanish 
church did not need to become “the voice of the voiceless” or the very 
promoter of the reconstitution of civil society. But the church contributed 
to the consolidation of the democratic opposition in two ways: 

a) By offering religious legitimation for the democratic principles upon 
which the activities of the opposition were based—freedom of expres- 
sion, freedom of association, civil and political rights—the church under- 
mined the repressive policies of the regime and thereby strengthened the 
opposition. The regime’s traditional portrayal of the democratic opposi- 
tion as the work of an external, mainly Communist conspiracy against 
Catholic Spain became no longer credible and, therefore, the repression 
now appeared simply as the expression of an illegitimate system of power 
based on naked force. When the regime introduced its first liberalization 
measures in the 1960s, the opposition was emboldened and it increased 
its confrontational activities. When the regime tried to put a lid on oppo- 
sitional activities in the late 1960s by reverting to more repressive poli- 
cies, it proved no longer able to regain control of public order. In addi- 
tion, it lost most of the diffused legitimacy the regime may still have had 
among Spain’s silent majority. 

b) By offering its religious buildings, its churches and monasteries, 
as a relatively protected sanctuary where interregional, interclass, and 
interparty sectors of the opposition could meet, the church helped to 
coordinate and to unite diverse sectors of the democratic opposition 
into a unified movement of civil society against the authoritarian state. 
Notorious incidents when the police entered church buildings where im- 
portant clandestine meetings were being held—such as national conven- 
tions of Comisiones Obreras or the assembly of the democratic opposi- 
tion of Catalonia—only served to discredit the regime even further, by 
showing the entire population that the democratic opposition enjoyed 
the support of the church. 


The Role of the Church in National Reconciliation 


Much more important than its role in providing a physical space where 
the opposition could meet was the role of the church in providing a 
symbolic space for the reconciliation of all Spaniards. The religious- 
secular cleavage had played such a destructive role in modern Spanish 
politics because, by superimposing itself upon the other two major cleav- 
ages—the class conflict between capital and labor and the regional con- 
flict between the hegemonic Castilian center and the nationalisms of the 
periphery—it had made all of them untractable. The Catholic church’s 
final acceptance of the legitimacy of the modern world and the abandon- 
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ment by the Spanish left of its traditional anticlericalism put an end to 
the religious-secular cleavage in modern Spain, thus making the other 
conflicts more susceptible to the politics of negotiation and compromise. 
Indeed, the spirit of compromise, the search for consensus, and the will- 
ingness to enter pacts became among the most remarkable characteristics 
of the Spanish transition. Semantic connotations such as reconciliación, 
concordia, tolerancia, acuerdo, pacificación, and convivencia all appear 
again and again in the political discourse of the democratic transition, 
in campaign speeches as well as in parliamentary debates. The immediate 
need to defend a transition still threatened by the danger of military 
coups and by the terrorism of the right and the left partly explains the 
willingness to compromise exhibited by most political forces. But only 
the more remote background of the collective memory of the negative 
experience of the civil war and of the system of exclusion which followed 
it may explain the fact that the politics of consensus, so characteristic of 
the Spanish transition, became almost an end in itself.?? 

The two great historical pacts of the democratic transition reflect this 
politics of consensus. The Moncloa Pact (1977), mediated by the govern- 
ment and the main political parties, though mainly symbolic, was the first 
historical compromise between capital and labor. Of greater historical 
relevance, however, was the constitutional pact one year later between 
the main political forces. The constitutional pact made possible the draft- 
ing of a constitution which, for the first time in Spanish history, was not 
the imposition of the will of the victors in the political struggle over the 
vanquished but, rather, the end result of an exacting process of responsi- 
ble backstage negotiation between representative political elites. 

Throughout the transition the Catholic church played a low-key, yet 
positive, backstage role. Even though the church was still able to have 
written into the 1978 constitution a paragraph recognizing “the socio- 
logical fact” that the majority of the Spanish population was Catholic, 
the Spanish Catholic church finally accepted officially and without ap- 
parent misgivings the reality and, more important, the principles of sepa- 
ration of church and state, and of religious freedom.*! Equally important 
was the decision not to sponsor any “Catholic” party or to support 
directly any of the Christian Democratic parties. A genuine desire for 
religious peace; the realization that the Catholic community, the clergy 
included, had become pluralistic politically and would not support any 
monolithic Christian party; and the fear that such an officially sponsored 
party could have become a minority party and thus would have under- 
mined the church's claim that Catholicism was Spain's national reli- 
gion—all these factors probably contributed to the political neutrality of 
the church during the transition. None of the three competing Christian 
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Democratic parties was able to survive the 1977 elections. In a sense, 
the political neutrality of the church during the transition meant that the 
Spanish Catholic church not only had accepted its separation from the 
state but also had abandoned its traditional attempts to enter political 
society through the mobilization of the Catholic laity. 

Ultimately, the entire process amounted to the recognition of the vol- 
untary principle of religious allegiance. The Spanish church has accepted 
the fact that it is no longer a church in the Weberian sense of being an 
obligatory monopolistic community of faith coextensive with the nation. 
The Catholic faith has ceased being, de facto as well as in principle, a 
national faith. At last, the principles of religious faith, national identity, 
and political citizenship could be uncoupled in Spain. Moreover, the 
constitutional recognition that Spain is a multinational state has in and 
of itself undermined the very principle of a unitary Spanish nation. The 
various nations making up the Spanish state have become institutions 
within a pluralistically organized civil society. By recognizing both, the 
fact and the principle of a pluralistically organized civil society, the 
church has become a denomination, a powerful one to be sure, but a 
denomination nonetheless, functioning within civil society.‘ 

Opinion surveys after the successful consolidation of democracy indi- 
cate that the Spanish population also has internalized these principles. 
In 1984 an overwhelming majority of Spaniards (86 percent) still consid- 
ered themselves Catholics.* But the number of practicing Catholics is 
much lower, tending to oscillate around 38 percent of the population. 
The number of Spanish youth who are practicing Catholics also seems 
to be decreasing noticeably. The number of youth attending Sunday mass 
has dropped from 62 percent in 1975 to 35 percent in 1982.” It is also 
evident that there no longer exists a religious cleavage which may serve 
to polarize either social classes or political electoral choices. Practicing 
Catholics are distributed relatively evenly throughout the Spanish popu- 
lation: they constitute 44 percent of the upper middle class, 38 percent 
of the lower middle class, and 34 percent of the working class. This 
is probably the most dramatic historical change when contrasted with 
pre—civil war trends, Similarly, though still unevenly, practicing Catho- 
lics tend to be distributed along the entire Spanish electoral spectrum.” 
Twenty-five percent of those who voted the Socialist party into power 
in 1982 were practicing Catholics.** In this respect, there is currently no 
longer a Catholic vote susceptible of political mobilization by the church. 

Besides, the church not only can no longer regulate the public morality 
of the Spaniards; it also can no longer take for granted its control over 
the private morality of the Catholic faithful. According to a 1984 survey, 
65 percent of Spaniards approved of the use of contraceptives; 54 percent 
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would accept married priests; and smaller majorities showed approval 
of divorce (47 versus 40 percent) and premarital sexual relations (45 
versus 41 percent).*” It is not surprising, therefore, that the Catholic 
church failed to block or amend, through institutional corporatist pres- 
sure or through Catholic mobilization, the new legislation introduced by 
the Socialist government on precisely those issues the church still consid- 
ers to fall within its own particular sphere of competence, namely, reli- 
gious education, divorce, and abortion. The same survey showed that a 
majority of Spaniards thought that the church should not exert influence 
over the government (43 versus 32 percent); that the church does not 
have adequate answers either to the needs and problems of the individual 
(43 versus 39 percent) or to the problems of family life (49 versus 34 
percent); and that the church’s claim to moral authority is not based on 
a knowledge of reality (41 percent versus 27 percent).* 

One may thus conclude that in Spain religious faith and morality are 
becoming privatized. Spain not only has joined the European Commu- 
nity but also has apparently adopted the general European pattern of 
secularization, lt remains to be seen whether the Catholic church will 
reinforce these trends by retreating to the cure of souls and by concen- 
trating on the protection of what it considers to be its institutional corpo- 
ratist interests, or whether the church will be able to use its remaining 
institutional and moral weight to become a critical moral voice that, by 
participating on an equal basis in Spain's public debates, may help to 
enliven the public sphere of Spain's civil society. 

On some of the occasions when the Catholic church joined Spanish 
public debates, its participation remained largely ineffective, among 
other reasons because it was unable to frame its discourse in such a way 
that it could not easily be dismissed either as a conservative partisan 
critique of the Socialist government or as an empty traditionalist critique 
of modern secular culture. The Catholic church’s public condemnations 
in the summer of 1990 of the amorality prevailing in Spanish culture 
and of the widespread corruption in Spanish politics, at a time when 
the Socialists were afflicted by public scandals, may have added to the 
disapproval rate of the Socialist administration and to the general disaf- 
fection from politics, but it did not further any serious public debate 
about the meaning and nature of private and public morality in modern 
societies. Similarly, the pope’s more recent criticism of Spain’s ‘‘de- 
Christianization” and moral degeneration into “neopaganism” was per- 
ceived as a traditional religious critique of secular culture, even though 
the pope insisted that it was misleading to identify the church’s critique 
with its hardened antimodern positions of the past.*? In both instances, 
moreover, the Socialist government’s defensive overreaction helped to 
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frame the issue as a lingering reflex of the clerical-anticlerical cleavages 
so typical of past Spanish politics. Significantly, even critical theologians, 
such as Casiano Floristán and Enrique Miret Magdalena, feeling embat- 
tled by the restorationist pressures emanating from the Vatican, were 
unable to elevate the partisan dispute to a serious public debate and 
tended to dismiss the church’s critiques either as a return to the condem- 
nations Of heretical modernism or as nostalgia for the lost neo- 
Christendom. 


4 Poland: From Church 
of the Nation to Civil Society 


As in Spain, “frontier” conditions in Catholic Poland led to an early 
identification of religious and national cultural identity. This identity has 
been maintained and reinforced by subsequent developments.! Polish 
Catholicism has been repeatedly at the forefront of Catholic expansion 
or Catholic defense against other religions in Eastern Europe, to wit, 
different versions of paganism, Orthodoxy, Islam, Protestantism, and, 
finally, atheistic Communism. This gave Polish Catholicism its particular 
“militant” character. But like medieval Spain, where the three Abra- 
hamic religions had been able to develop patterns of religious coexistence 
and creative civilizational encounters, Polonia semper fidelis served also 
as the setting for unique experiments in religious tolerance. The factor 
determining whether the direction taken is militancy or tolerance seems 
to be the identification of church and state. Indeed, Poland’s failure to 
develop an early modern centralized state may be the single most impor- 
tant factor in explaining the divergence in Spanish and Polish Catholic 
developments, In Poland the Szlachta democracy of the federalist ““repub- 
lic of nobles” frustrated both centralized absolutism and the identifica- 
tion of church and state. Early modern Poland became a haven for dis- 
senting faiths fleeing generalized religious warfare in Europe. Even after 
the Counter-Reformation reasserted Catholic hegemony in Polish culture 
and the war with Sweden awakened a strong anti-Protestant reaction, 
Poland still constituted a striking example of religious tolerance.” 
Catholic Poland, like Catholic Ireland, is an example of a Catholic 
country which, in the absence of the typical fusion of absolutism and 
caesaropapism, deviates significantly from what David Martin has 
termed “the French-Latin pattern of secularization.” In both cases reli- 
gion was strengthened by becoming the focus of resistance to a con- 
queror. Church and nation became identified at a time when the Catholic 
church was the only institution capable of cutting across the partition of 
Prussian, Russian, and Austrian Poland. During the nineteenth century, 
Catholicism, romantic nationalism, and Slavic messianism fused into a 
new Polish civil religion. At first, this process was restricted primarily to 
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the gentry and the intelligentsia. But in the 1870s, the threat Bismarck’s 
Kulturkampf posed to the linguistic and religious identity of the Polish 
peasantry pushed this group into the nationalist cause.‘ 

Remarkably enough, the fusion of the Polish national and Catholic 
identities even took place in the face of reactionary Vatican policies 
which consistently supported the conservative monarchies and con- 
demned the Polish uprisings. But the Vatican’s “betrayal” was offset by 
the dedication of the radical lower clergy, by the farsighted leadership 
of a few hierarchs, and by the emergence toward the end of the nine- 
teenth century of a Polish version of “social Catholicism.” The formation 
of collective status and class identities, ideological positions and political 
groups, was refracted by the national question. Nineteenth-century Po- 
land avoided the typical patterns of conflict between the Catholic church 
and the secular liberal state, between the church and a secular humanist 
intelligentsia becoming increasingly anticlerical, and between the church 
and a socialist workers’ movement turning first anticlerical and then 
militantly atheistic. The typical positive correlation of education, indus- 
trialization, urbanization, and proletarianization with secularization ei- 
ther did not obtain in Poland or was significantly attenuated.° 

When the first phase of industrialization took place, most of the state 
and capital was in foreign hands. Therefore, the church could not be 
perceived as legitimating either state domination or capitalist exploita- 
tion. As a result the first generation of Polish workers was neither de- 
Christianized nor denationalized, certainly not to the extent that was 
common elsewhere. On the contrary, there was frequently a fusion of 
class, religious, and national identity. 


Polish Independence and the End of Polish “Exceptionalism” 


With the establishment of a Polish independent state after World War 
I, the unity of the nation against foreign enemies began to dissolve. There 
appeared the standard cleavages between classes, parties, and ideologies 
while the chauvinism of every nationalism in power began to show its 
ugly face in its treatment of the Jewish and Ukrainian minorities. The 
unity between church and nation also began to dissolve, and there ap- 
peared splits between a conservative hierarchy and the more radical 
lower clergy. Moreover, though the church did not share state power 
and often found itself in conflict with the Polish state, its leanings toward 
Dmowski’s nationalist Endecja served to alienate the other political par- 
ties and to antagonize the religious and national minorities. Anticlerical- 
ism, though a mild one by Latin standards, also began to emerge. It 
appeared in the quarrels between the nonconfessional Polish state and 
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the church, represented symbolically in the feud between Marshall 
Pitsudski and Metropolitan Sapieha. It appeared among large sectors 
of the intelligentsia, which had finally incorporated the Enlightenment 
critique as well as the positivist and Marxist critiques of religion. This 
anticlericalism was perhaps best represented by the remarkable and little- 
known Polish school of the sociology of religion. It appeared, as was to 
be expected, within the socialist left and even within the peasants’ move- 
ment led by Wincenty Witos.f 

Had these trends continued, they might have put an end to Polish 
exceptionalism. But they were cut short by World War II and by the 
renewed experience of partition, foreign occupation, and unified histori- 
cal resistance. National solidarity was once again strengthened by the 
extreme ordeal, and the Polish church found itself once more on the side 
of the nation, suffering more than its share of the brutal Nazi repression 
and supporting the underground both physically and spiritually. Any 
grudge Poles may have had against their church was soon forgotten. 


The Catholic Nation versus the Communist State 


All attempts by the Communist regime to sever the links between Catho- 
lic church and Polish nation ended in failure. It is true that the odds 
were against the new regime. The church’s prestige was at an all time 
high, and its identification with the nation was reinforced by the fact 
that as a result of the eradication of the Polish Jewry, the massive Polish- 
Ukrainian resettlements, and the redrawing of Poland’s borders, almost 
the entire population of post—World War II Poland was, at least formally 
and for the first time in modern Polish history, homogeneously Catholic.’ 
By contrast, the prestige of the Polish Communists had never been high, 
the practical liquidation of the entire Communist party by Stalin did not 
help matters, and its replacement, the Polish Workers’ Party, was, like 
the regime, marked by the original sin of foreign conception.* 
Nevertheless, the regime could count on the nearly universal yearning 
for a clear break with the past, on the widespread acceptance of radical 
social reform, and on the delusions of large sectors of the intelligentsia.’ 
Above all, the regime could count on power: the power to coerce, the 
power to suborn, the power to manipulate. Yet the regime’s goal of 
attaining total power was frustrated again and again by the resistance 
of a church which, on the one hand, was willing to recognize the regime, 
to render unto Caesar what was Caesar’s, even to lend it support and 
legitimacy for the sake of the nation and the requirements of the Polish 
racja stanu—something which was repeatedly stressed by Cardinal Wys- 
zynski—while, on the other hand, the church showed a dogged determi- 
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nation to deny Caesar what the church claimed was God's, that is, con- 
trol of the church and of the religious sphere. The consistent position of 
the church contrasted markedly with the utter lack of consistency in the 
state’s policies toward the church, its strategies being marked by purely 
tactical considerations.!? 

The ultimate goal of the regime was clear, and it never ceased pro- 
claiming it: the complete elimination of the church and of religion from 
Polish life. But it was also understood that like the final phase of commu- 
nism, this goal was still far away and all kinds of detours might be 
needed in order to reach it. All the strategies of forced secularization 
from above, used relatively successfully first in the Soviet Union and then 
throughout Eastern Europe, were also variously tried in Poland, albeit 
with little success.!* 

Neutralization and control through the official incorporation of the 
church into the state failed. Unlike the Orthodox church, the Catholic 
church proved relatively immune to socialist caesaropapism. Neither the 
creation of ‘‘patriotic priests” nor that of “progressive Catholics,” nei- 
ther the support given to the schismatic Polish National Catholic Church 
nor the attempt to deal directly with the Vatican and thus bypass the 
unyielding Polish hierarchy, was able to either divide the church or un- 
dermine its prestige.’ 

The strategy of coercion also failed. The amount of repression needed 
to terrorize the whole nation would have been staggering even by Stalin- 
ist standards. The selective repression of representative bishops, priests, 
and nuns only served to turn them into martyrs or national heroes, as 
attested by the triumphal popular acclamation with which the release of 
Cardinal Wyszyński was received." 

Socialist resocialization also failed. The attempt to establish a new 
civil religion and to create a new “socialist man,” an attempt which was 
far from successful elsewhere in Eastern Europe, was a total failure in 
Poland. In spite of the state’s control of all official means of communica- 
tion, education, and socialization, the church and the Polish family were 
able to serve as effective counteragencies of socialization, and together 
they successfully defended the right of all Poles to a religious education. 
All attempts to rewrite Polish history and to depict the church as an 
enemy of the nation and an enemy of the people backfired.** The official 
propaganda machine lost all its credibility, and the church became the 
cherished trustee of the nation’s history, culture, and traditions, and of 
the collective memories of the Polish people.” 

The marginalization of religion to a private religious sphere also ulti- 
mately failed because neither church nor state could agree on the bound- 
aries or accept the customary limits.*? Neither Catholic principle nor 
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Polish tradition could be easily reconciled with a conception of religiosity 
borrowed from bourgeois Protestantism and restricted to the private and 
unmediated relationship between the individual conscience and God, 
adorned at most by an Orthodox conception of ceremonial ritual, spiri- 
tually edifying but restricted to sacred places. Neither could Soviet social- 
ism recognize in earnest the right of an autonomous sphere to exist, 
where “antisocialist” that is, antisystem norms and values, could de- 
velop. Such a model of autonomous differentiation of the spheres, bor- 
rowed from bourgeois modernity, implied the recognition of a pluralism 
of norms and values which was simply irreconcilable with “the leading 
role of the party.” 

Finally, secularist planning through economic development also failed 
to bring the expected results. The hopes of the Gierek era that economic 
development, borrowed from the West materially and ideally, would 
have the same secularizing effects in Poland it had apparently had in 
the West were also unrealized.*” It is true that the model of economic 
development itself failed. But even before its failure had become obvious, 
the evidence of progressive secularization was ambiguous at best. 

Marxist sociologists of religion had been collecting every promising 
sign indicating that the laws of secularization were also operating in 
Poland.!* But at the end of the Gierek era most indicators seemed to 
point rather to a reverse process of desecularization:?” 


There was an absolute and relative increase in the number of bishops, 
priests, nuns, seminarians, and so forth, when compared with pre- 
Communist Poland. 

There was a progressively accelerating increase in the number of par- 
ishes, churches, Catholic periodicals, and publications. 

Indicators measuring the religious beliefs of the population, which had 
always remained inordinately high, even showed some tendency to 
rise, most significantly among the young. 

The figures on religious practice were even more overwhelming, since 
even those who did not consider themselves “‘believers” participated 
in religious ceremonies as a symbolic opposition to the regime. 


Clearly the church had won the war of secularization as well as all 
the main battles. Every time there was a direct confrontation between the 
Catholic church and the Communist regime over the control of religious 
education, over the control of ecclesiastical appointments, over the cur- 
riculum in the seminaries, over the millennium celebration, even over 
constitutional revisions, the regime had to withdraw and the power and 
the prestige of the church were enhanced in the process. 
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Cardinal Wyszynski was no doubt the individual most directly respon- 
sible for the church’s victory. Historically, during interregnums or when- 
ever the Polish throne became vacant, the Primate of Poland had served 
as Interrex, as actual or symbolic regent. Unofficially for almost forty 
years, Cardinal Wyszyński symbolically filled the office of Interrex cer- 
tainly as effectively as any other Primate in Polish history. In a sermon 
at the Warsaw Cathedral on 7 February 1974 elaborating on his concep- 
tion of the relations between church, nation, and state in Poland, 
Cardinal Wyszyński revealed his explanation of the victory of the church, 
namely, the primacy of the relationship between church and nation over 
that between church and state: 


From the beginning there has been true cooperation in Poland between the 
Church and the Nation—and often cooperation between the Church and the 
State as well. Of course the dimension of the increasing links between the Church 
and the Nation are one thing, and the cooperation between the Church and the 
State another. The nation, after all, is a permanent phenomenon, like the family, 
from which the nation is born. The proof of this permanence is the fact that, 
despite the persecutions and the increasing struggle it has been subjected to in 
defense of its independence, living on the borders of (various) cultures, languages, 
faiths and rites, the nation has nevertheless survived until today. The Church, 
supporting the Polish nation so that it would not be destroyed, has helped it to 
survive. . . . There have been moments when the state fell silent, and only the 
Christ’s Church could speak out in the Polish nation. It never stopped speaking 
out, not even when, in the time of the partition, the state was forced into silence. 
... It is the particular merit of the Church never to have stopped working, 
even in the most difficult situations. We ought to realize this when we speak of 
establishing correct relations between the Nation and the Church, between the 
State and the Church in our country.” 


The structure of beliefs and practices of Polish Catholicism was 
formed for the most part during the Counter-Reformation and has re- 
mained virtually unchanged until the present.?! Some of the most salient 
characteristics of this structure are the following: 


e The public ceremonial, highly sacromagical character of the typical 
Polish rituals: pilgrimages (Czestochowa), processions (Corpus Christi), 
passion plays (Kalwaria Zebrzydowska).” 

@ The highly centralized hierarchic structure of the church, with the 
Primate at the top, in its unique dual role as head of the Polish church 
and Interrex, thus symbolizing the union of church and nation.” 

e The prominent position of the clergy, with a prestige and influence 
perhaps unequaled in the Catholic world, functioning as sacerdotal and 
sacramental mediator between the sacred and the profane, and between 
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God and the Polish people, but also functioning as mediator, representa- 
tive, and guide of the community in its social functions.?* 

e The Marian devotion and the two most representative Polish na- 
tional cults, Czestochowa and Kalwaria. Particularly, Our Lady of Czes- 
tochowa at Jasna Gora serves as the national shrine of Polish Catholicism 
and as the symbolic fortress of the nation against foreign invasions. The 
icon of the Black Madonna has for many years been associated with 
historical and collective memories of national suffering, resistance, and 
final triumph. 


Our Lady of Czestochowa was most effectively made into an impres- 
sive symbol of national and Catholic resistance to the Communist regime 
when, upon his release from prison, Cardinal Wyszyński mobilized the 
church and the nation to implement the Marian program he had con- 
ceived while imprisoned: the rededication of the nation to the “Queen 
of Poland” in 1956 at the 300th anniversary of King John Kazimierz’s 
vows; the yearly vows of the Great Novena culminating in the 1966 
millennium celebration; the annual procession of the Black Madonna to 
every single town in Poland, leading up to the celebration of the ninth 
centenary of the martyrdom of Saint Stanislaw in 1979. 

Every attempt by the authorities either to stop the religious manifesta- 
tions or to undermine them by staging parallel secular manifestations 
failed. Again and again the allegedly totalitarian regime’s power of mobi- 
lization was dwarfed by the church’s power of mobilization. The Marian 
program was not only able to keep the Catholic population mobilized 
for over twenty years around religious issues. It also symbolically linked 
in a dramatic way Polish sacred and secular history, the fusion of church 
and nation, and the ambiguous relationship of church and nation to the 
state. Indeed, it illustrates in paradigmatic fashion the power of religious 
beliefs and rituals to serve the cause of national integration by re-creating 
the bonds of national solidarity. 


The Conflict between Church and State 


The conflictive relations between church and state in Socialist Poland 
are usually analyzed from the perspective of institutional relations in 
terms of periods of confrontation, amelioration, accommodation, media- 
tion, and so forth.” I would like to use a different approach and view 
those relations from the perspective of the principles of resistance which 
informed the church’s actions. In my view one can distinguish three such 
principles of resistance corresponding roughly to three different phases 
in church-state relations. Those would be the principle of religious resis- 
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tance, the principle of national resistance, and the principle of civil resis- 
tance. 


The Principle of Religious Resistance 


From 1948 to 1956 the church was fighting for its own survival as 
an independent religious institution. Naturally, corporatist self-interests 
predominated over any other concern. Yet corporatist self-interests were 
transcended the moment the struggle became a struggle for religious 
freedom, a universalistic principle, against the totalitarian tendencies of 
an atheistic yet theocratic state which wanted to impose its own secular 
religion upon its subjects.’ The “Polish October,” when Polish workers 
rose up demanding “bread and God,” was the turning point in this 
phase. The church attained recognition and the right to autonomous 
existence in exchange for its support of the embattled Gomulka govern- 
ment. But the struggle against the totalitarian tendencies of the state had 
to be renewed continuously beyond 1956, since it became clear that the 
state would make concessions only in times of weakness when it needed 
the church's support but was not ready to institutionalize any of those 
concessions permanently. 


The Principle of National Resistance 


Having ensured its own institutional survival, the church could now 
attend to its traditional role as the nation’s keeper. The new autonomous 
space gained by the religious institution could be used in defense of the 
nation. The pulpit, the religious classroom, the seminaries, pastoral let- 
ters, the Catholic University, the Catholic press—all became autono- 
mous spaces where the collective national identity and the traditions and 
values of Polish culture could be preserved and transmitted. But the 
activities of the church were not restricted to this traditional form of 
“organic work” in times of partition or foreign occupation. From the 
very beginning, the church had played a very active role in the “Poloniza- 
tion” of the Western territories despite the Vatican's reluctance to recog- 
nize the new Polish-German boundaries. Soon the church began to chal- 
lenge the state directly by reminding it repeatedly that the defense of 
national sovereignty is the primary duty of the state toward the nation. 
The clear implication was that the state was either violating or neglecting 
its national duties and that this was also the reason for its lack of legiti- 
macy. The series of accusations and counteraccusations that followed 
was a reflection of the battle over the minds of the Poles in which both 
church and state were consciously engaged. The state accused the church 
of appropriating intolerably sovereign functions of the state in trying to 
represent the nation both externally (in the conflict over the Polish bish- 
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ops” letter of reconciliation to the German bishops) and internally (in 
the conflict over the 1966 millennium celebrations). The Poles tipped the 
balance decidedly in favor of the church when they attended in great 
masses the celebrations of the millennium of Polish Christianity rather 
than the competing celebrations of the millennium of Polish statehood. 


The Principle of Civil Resistance 


Having established its own right to defend both religious rights and the 
rights of the nation, the church slowly began to expand its protection 
into new areas of human rights, civil rights, and workers’ rights. At first, 
these new rights were defended in connection with the rights of the 
nation, as if to imply that civil rights were derived from national rights 
or, at least, that the duty of the Polish church to protect human and civil 
rights was derived from its role as the nation’s keeper. Progressively, 
however, the church began to use a new language of universal rights, 
detached from any particular religious or national tradition. Further- 
more, the right and duty of the Polish church to defend those rights was 
no longer grounded on the national character of the Polish Catholic 
church but, rather, on the universal mission of the church of Christ. 

The precipitating factor in steering the Polish church in the new direc- 
tion was probably the “Polish December,” which consolidated the typi- 
cal pattern of food price increases, workers” protests, and changes in 
party leadership.” The episcopate’s letter of 29 December 1970, ad- 
dressed to “All compatriots of our common Motherland,” already re- 
sembles the type of Chartist manifesto the church’s public pronounce- 
ments will increasingly display from this time on. 


The recent events have made it amply apparent that the nation's right to existence 
and independence must include: the right to freedom of conscience and freedom 
of religious life . . . , the right of our nation to free cultural activity . . . , the 
right to social justice . . . , the right to truth in social life, to truthful information 
and to freedom of expression . . . , the right to material conditions . . . , the 
right of citizens to be treated without abuse, unfair injury or persecution. Both 
the central authorities and the entire state administration, and especially those 
charged with the maintenance of order in society, are responsible for the assur- 
ance of these rights. All citizens of the state are to share in this responsibility.?8 


The church's call for civic responsibility materialized in 1976 in the 
widespread public reaction against the announced amendments to the 
constitution. Obviously, the authorities not only had failed to assume 
their responsibility in guaranteeing those rights but also were planning 
to write their violation into the constitutional law of the land. The church 
joined in the public reaction against the attempt to link constitutionally 
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the entitlement of rights to the fulfillment of duties, against the attempt 
to limit Polish sovereignty constitutionally, and against the attempt to 
inscribe into the constitution the actual division between the leaders and 
the led. 

This resistance against further state incursions marks the starting 
point of the movement for the self-defense and self-organization of soci- 
ety. These civic actions, promoted first by intellectuals and protected and 
supported by the church, crystallized that same year in the foundation 
of the Workers Defense Committee (KOR) and would culminate in the 
emergence of Solidarity in its triple dimension as a national, a demo- 
cratic, and a workers’ movement. The new dialogue between the church 
and the left, and the coming together of Catholic and secular intellectuals 
in KOR, was to be of crucial significance for the emergence as well as 
for the character of Solidarity.” 


The Normative Challenge to the Authoritarian and Totalitarian 
Tendencies of the Modern State 


One could view the new civil defense role of the Polish church as a 
natural extension of its historical role of national defense. But it is impor- 
tant to stress that this extension implied a qualitative change and was 
influenced by general developments in the Roman Catholic church. In- 
deed, it is striking how similar the language of the Pastoral Letters of 
the Polish episcopate, written from the early 1970s on, is to the language 
of the letters of the Spanish and Brazilian episcopates.* Of course, this 
similarity in language derives from the fact that all of the letters have a 
common source, namely, recent papal encyclicals— Mater et Magistra, 
Pacem in Terris, Populorum Progressio—and the documents of the Sec- 
ond Vatican Council, particularly the Constitution of the Church in the 
World, Gaudium et Spes.*? 

It is undeniable that throughout the Catholic world, from the mid- 
1960s on, the church or at least some sectors of the church have been 
highly vocal in their defense of human, civil, and social rights against 
authoritarian states and economically oppressive regimes.?? In many 
Catholic countries—for instance, in Spain or Brazil—this new stance 
entailed a radical change in church-state relations or in the class alliances 
of the church. In the case of Poland the qualitative nature of the change 
passed largely unnoticed since it appeared as a continuation of the estab- 
lished pattern of church-state conflict and church-nation alliance, The 
slogan was still the same: ““Let Poland be Poland.” But the meaning of 
what Poland ought to be had changed. 

In The Church and the Left, Michnik correctly argues that the Pasto- 
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ral Letters of the Polish bishops and the pronouncements of the pope 
provided religious legitimation for the model of a modern, differentiated, 
pluralistic, and self-regulated society. He notes, of course, that this is 
also the model of society pursued by the secular left and seems to be 
struck by the fact that the church appears to have assumed some of the 
central norms and values of modernity and the Enlightenment.” The 
tone of surprise in Michnik’s analysis has to do with the fact that at 
least up to 1968, the Polish left and much of the rest of the world 
had regarded the Polish church as reactionary, ultraconservative, and 
antimodern.** As in all caricatures, there was a kernel of truth behind 
the obvious distortion. According to Michnik, it was only in the course 
of their involvement in the political opposition that secular intellectuals, 
“far removed from the Church,” “were discovering that the Church was 
itself a source of democratic and humane values,” 3 

In explaining the new dialogue between the church and the left, Mich- 
nik stresses in a characteristically self-critical fashion the process of re- 
thinking on the part of the left which permitted the rediscovery of the 
Christian roots of modernity. Some Catholic critics reacted rather 
harshly to the call for dialogue, at times even questioning the right of a 
secular intellectual like Michnik, who was tainted by his past association 
with the regime, to pass what they viewed as condescending moral judg- 
ment on the church. But in fact, Michnik was being overtly generous 
with the church, because at the time he omitted stressing the obvious fact 
that it had taken the Catholic church centuries to accept the legitimacy of 
modernity or to uncover the Christian roots of many of the modern 
developments it had persistently opposed. Had this been the position of 
the church all along, the Enlightenment critique of religion would have 
been superfluous. 

Indeed, the process of rethinking within the church, the aggiorna- 
mento which made the new dialogue possible, was as drastic as the one 
undertaken by the Eastern European left with respect to its Marxist 
creed.” But the reluctance of the Catholic church to acknowledge any 
fundamental change in position and the fact that Cardinal Wyszynski 
remained at the helm throughout this period have served to obscure the 
nature of these changes. Undoubtedly, as Michnik points out, even a 
traditional Catholic church has an antitotalitarian potential. But a look 
at other Catholic churches in Eastern Europe shows that only in Poland 
was this potential truly actualized.*” 

It is true that the impact of the Vatican aggiornamento upon Polish 
Catholicism was not as sudden, radical, extensive, or definitive as in 
Spain. This was the case partly because of the different church-state 
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relations in the two places and because of the embattled character of 
Polish Catholicism. On the one hand, not being an established state 
church, the Polish church had found it easier to unburden itself earlier 
of much of the dead weight of the ancien régime. Thus, change did 
not need to be as radical in Poland as in Spain. Ironically, Stalinist 
nationalization had also helped to free the church from its remaining 
historical ties to the conservative propertied classes. Moreover, the Vati- 
can 11 proclamation of the principle of religious freedom and the implicit 
call for separation of church and state it entailed were received in Poland 
as a prop in the church's struggle against the atheist regime, while in 
Spain they struck at the very core identity of the Catholic regime. On 
the other hand, being as embattled as ever, Polish Catholicism could not 
afford sudden changes. Hence, it maintained some of the rigidity and 
conservatism which had served so well to preserve the Polish cultural 
identity through the ordeal of the partitions. 

One could add that Polish Catholicism had also been undergoing its 
own internal process of aggiornamento. Given the exceptional fusion of 
religious, class, and national identities, modern Catholic social doctrines 
had found a natural resonance in Poland.*® For all his rigidity and conser- 
vatism, Cardinal Wyszyński had been an outspoken defender of “social 
Catholicism.” His vision of the church of the masses, of “the people,” 
was undoubtedly rooted in traditionalist paternalism, but it served to 
keep ordinary people within the fold. On their part, sectors of the lay 
Catholic intelligentsia, organized in Catholic clubs and around Catholic 
publications such as Tygodnik Powszechny, Znak, and Wiez, had been 
receptive to modern Catholic currents from abroad, such as humanism 
and personalism.*? As in Spain, one of the most important effects of the 
Second Vatican Council was the support it gave to lay Catholic intellec- 
tuals in their traditional quest for autonomy from clerical control. 

It is important to remember that, before becoming pope, Cardinal 
Wojtyta had played a prominent role within the Polish church. It was 
not by chance that he was elected pope by his peers.* He had had a few 
important interventions during Vatican II. In one of them he joined the 
American bishops in defending the principle of religious freedom. He 
was the main force behind the movement for post-Council reform in 
Poland. Himself an intellectual, he found it easier than Cardinal Wyszyn- 
ski to develop close ties with reform-minded Catholic intellectuals, par- 
ticularly with the Znak group, which often internalized the Council’s 
message sooner and deeper than did much of the Polish hierarchy. As 
cardinal of Kraków he had promoted the “Oasis” or “Light-Life” Move- 
ment, the first revivalist-evangelical movement within Polish Catholi- 


104 Chapter 4 


cism. As pope he is the sign of the mutual influences, interdependencies, 
and contradictions between the global Roman Catholic church and Pol- 
ish Catholicism.*! 

Although modern Catholicism has recognized the autonomy of the 
secular spheres, it does not accept the claims of these spheres to have 
detached themselves completely from morality. Consequently, it does 
not accept the relegation of religion and morality to the private sphere, 
insisting on the links between private and public morality. It resists the 
radical individualism that accompanies privatization and stresses the col- 
lective and communal—the ecclesial—character of the proclamation of 
faith and of religious practices, while simultaneously upholding the abso- 
lute rights of the individual conscience. Thus, it simultaneously affirms 
dogma and freedom of conscience. It also maintains an organicist con- 
ception of society that demands that all its parts work toward the com- 
mon good and be subordinated to higher moral principles. In this sense, 
it maintains the principle of communal ethical life. 

Superficially this may appear to be a reassertion of medieval Thomist 
organicism. The influence of neo-Thomism on twentieth-century Catho- 
lic theology would seem to support such a view. But there is a fundamen- 
tal break with Thomist organicism, The “common good” is no longer 
tied to a static ontological view of natural law, itself tied to a conception 
of a natural social order. The church’s claim that it is the depository of 
the common good is no longer tied to its expertise in a divinely prescribed 
natural law but, rather, to its ““expertise in humanity.” It is the transcen- 
dent, divinized humanity revealed in Jesus Christ that serves to ground 
the sacred dignity of the human person, as well as the absolute values 
of human life and freedom. The church escapes the nominalist critique 
of the traditional ontological conception of natural law by embracing 
the historicism implicit in the biblical message. 

With some lingering neo-Thomist strains, this is the core of Karol 
Wojtyta’s theology, equally visible in his pre-papal writings as in his 
papai pronouncements. In addition, Wojtyta has developed a personalist 
philosophical anthropology, informed by the work of Max Scheler, 
which is consistent with this theology but is not derived from it. This 
permits him to maintain both the religious particularity and the anthro- 
pological universality of the Christian message.*? Striking in his papal 
pronouncements, particularly in those dealing with issues of public mo- 
rality, is the fact that they are not addressed to Catholics as faithful 
members of the church, obliged to follow specific particular rules of the 
Catholic moral tradition. He addresses every individual qua member of 
humanity, challenging each one to live up to universal human norms, 
which are derived from the universal human values of life and freedom. 
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These absolute values serve to ground both the sacred dignity of the 
human person and the inalienable rights to human autonomy and self- 
determination. The fact that the pope also ties these allegedly universal 
norms and values to a particular religious tradition is certainly bound 
to affect the reception of these universalistic claims by non-Christians. 
But at the same time, in places where this particular religious tradition 
Is still alive, it will probably serve to sanctify and legitimate modern 
norms and values as Christian ones.” 

Only after the Catholic church officially and unequivocally embraced 
the principle of religious freedom and freedom of conscience at Vatican 
II could it develop a modern normative position. The traditional position 
and attitude of the Catholic church toward modern political regimes, 
once it realized it would have to live with them, had been that of neutral- 
ity toward all “forms” of government. It is true that the church had 
rarely failed to express its preference, and the Catholic “affinity,” for 
hierarchic and corporatist over republican and liberal democratic 
“forms” of government. But the church also repeatedly stressed that if 
necessary it would learn to tolerate the latter and coexist with it. Above 
all, the church always asked the faithful to “obey” the rightful authori- 
ties. So long as the policies of those governments did not infringe system- 
atically upon the corporate rights of the church to religious freedom, 
libertas ecclesiae, and to the exercise of its functions as mater et magistra, 
the church would not question their legitimacy. Only in those instances, 
and even then most rarely, would the church resort to the use of its 
traditional doctrine of lawful rebellion. The assumption of the modern 
doctrine of human rights entails, however, not only the acceptance of 
democracy as a legitimate “form” of government, but the recognition 
and acceptance of the normative foundations of modern democracy. In 
other words, it implies the recognition that modern democracy is not 
only a “form” of government but also a type of polity based on the 
normative universalist principles of individual freedom and individual 
rights. 

One can surely see a continuity between the contemporary Catholic 
defense of human and civil rights against the modern authoritarian state 
and traditional Catholic critiques of tyranny and despotic rule. One can 
even view contemporary church-state conflicts as a continuation of the 
traditional Catholic struggle against the absolutist claims of the secular 
state. Against the arbitrary rule of the tyrant and against claims of raison 
d’état, the church has always argued that the legitimacy of the state 
ought to be subordinated to the common good. But there is a fundamen- 
tal difference between the traditional opposition to immoral rule because 
it violates “natural law” and the natural social order, and opposition to 
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modern authoritarian rule because it violates the dignity of the human 
person and the rights to freedom, autonomy, and self-determination. 
The first conception of the common good can serve to defend a tradi- 
tional social order from radical social change. The second conception 
presents a prophetic challenge to the established authoritarian order and 
may serve to legitimate a modern civil society. In Poland, this modern 
legitimation of human rights reinforced an already powerful political 
tradition based on the defense of the traditional historical liberties of the 
Polish gentry and an equally powerful cultural tradition in which the 
martyrdom of Saint Stanislaw reminds every Pole that there is a higher 
moral law and a higher principle of legitimation than raison d'état. 


The Catholic Church and the Rise of Solidarity 


Uniquely among Eastern European societies, Poland has been able to 
preserve two autonomous institutions from the totalitarian grasp of the 
Socialist state: the Catholic church and private agriculture, This was to 
be the most valued heritage of the 1956 “Polish October,” when the 
church was to play a crucial role against state penetration in a dual 
sense: 

a) It served as a refuge against the complete Sovietization of Polish 
society first by defending its own institutional self-preservation as an 
autonomous church and then by extending its protection increasingly to 
other areas and sections of society: peasants and farmers, national cul- 
ture and traditions, lay Catholic groups, students, workers, and intellec- 
tuals, human rights, and finally the right of society as a whole to self 
organization. 

b) The second important role of the church was that of being, in 
Michnik’s words, ““the most perfect model of the coexistence of an inde- 
pendent social institution with state power.”*% Andrew Arato has argued 
rightly that Michnik’s own program of democratization, spelled out in 
his 1976 essay “New Evolutionism,” can be interpreted as the extension 
and generalization of the institutional model of church independence, 
aiming to include other groups and institutions in a dual system of auton- 
omous societal pluralism and monolithic state power.*® 

There were other ways in which Polish Catholicism contributed to 
the emergence of Solidarity. The striking image of the Gdansk shipyard 
workers on their knees partaking of Holy Communion manifested the 
extent to which traditional popular Polish religiosity, with its typical 
undifferentiated fusion of sacred and profane time and space, has sur- 
vived the thrusts of modern Polish history. Catholic intellectuals associ- 
ated with the Catholic Intellectual Clubs (KIKs) also played an important 
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role part first in the foundation of KOR and later as official and unofficial 
advisers to the movement. Finally, there was the impact which the elec- 
tion and the visit of a Polish pope had on public opinion and on the 
Polish collective consciousness.“ 


After Solidarity 


While few would question the positive role of Polish Catholicism in the 
emergence of Solidarity, the role the church and Polish Catholicism 
played thereafter in the martial law period, in the reemergence of Solidar- 
ity, and in the transition to democracy has been much more ambiguous.*® 
The ease with which the church, following the establishment of martial 
law, reverted to its traditional role as mediator between the Communist 
state and Polish society should serve as at least a warning signal of 
the threats the institutional power of the Polish church poses to a fully 
autonomous civil society. 

Given the fact that within the structure of People’s Poland the church 
tended to attain its greatest influence precisely when both state and soci- 
ety needed its mediation, it was almost natural for the church to fall into 
“the mediation syndrome.” Under martial law, the church intervened 
to protect society from state repression and to demand from the state 
the protection of individual human and civil rights, but it stopped short 
of demanding the institutionalization of full political rights. The state, 
in turn, needed the church’s mediation in order to obtain from society 
at least passive compliance so that the state of emergency could be “nor- 
malized.” By working together with the state toward such a normaliza- 
tion, the church adopted a policy of political “realism,” which basically 
implied accommodation to present reality as the point of departure for 
efforts to improve conditions in the future while relegating Solidarity 
and its ideals to the historical past.*° 

One can only speculate whether it was considerations of institutional 
self-interest or, rather, a realistic accommodation to a lesser evil that 
had greater weight in the church’s position. Martial law may have been 
deplorable, so the official argument went, but it was necessary in order 
to save the Polish nation either from the threat of external aggression or 
from the danger of internal disintegration and civil war. Polish civil 
society had to be sacrificed for the sake of the Polish nation. There is no 
doubt that the patriotic appeal to save the Polish nation found a deep 
resonance in the collective conscience of the Polish episcopate. However, 
it is equally evident that from the point of view of institutional self- 
interest, martial law was good for the church. Never had the churches 
in Poland, already full under normal conditions, been so crowded as in 
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the martial law period. At the same time, however, the church’s construc- 
tive cooperation with the regime paid off. Never had it been so easy for 
the church to obtain state permits to build new churches. 

If in the 1960s church and state had been consciously engaged in a 
battle over the mind of Polish society, during the martial law period 
state and society were engaged in a battle over the mind of the church.*! 
The “affair” Popiełuszko illustrates the complex interrelations and the 
tug-of-war between the three.* Radical priests like Popiełuszko, who 
had unambiguously sided with society against the state, were impeding 
the regime’s project of “normalization.” By re-creating sacramentally the 
collective effervescence of the original experience of Solidarity, they were 
helping to keep the movement alive as well as preserve its norms and 
values.*? Having failed in its attempts to silence Popiełuszko through 
personal threats, blackmail, and slander, the regime began to pressure 
the church hierarchy to restrain the radical priest, arguing that such an 
extremist political use of religion was impeding the normalization of 
state-society relations and endangering the gains already achieved in 
church-state relations. The church passed along the state’s pressure, add- 
ing its own heavier hierarchical pressure by demanding institutional obe- 
dience over any other allegiance. Even after Popieluszko's murder by 
the secret police, at first the hierarchy went along with the game of 
normalization and tried to arrange for a private family burial, seeking 
to avoid the kind of public political manifestation of Solidarity into 
which the people would convert his funeral. lt was the people, not the 
church hierarchy, who made Popietuszko into a Polish and Catholic 
martyr.** 

Similarly, Solidarity was kept alive and reemerged politically with the 
round-table talks of 1989, in spite of the fact that the church, at least 
the hierarchy, seemed to have accepted its relegation to the past. Due to 
the extreme hierarchic centralization of the Polish church, the kind of 
open internal conflicts, indeed, the hegemonic struggles between the vari- 
ous groups and tendencies within the episcopate which were so visible in 
Spain and in Brazil, could neither develop fully nor manifest themselves 
publicly in Poland. For the same reason, the character and personality 
of the individual at the top of the hierarchy, the Primate, play an extraor- 
dinary role in setting the tone, as well as the direction, of the church's 
policies. There seems to be general agreement that upon the nomination 
of Józef Glemp as Primate in 1981, the Polish church began to move in 
an increasingly nationalist and fundamentalist direction.* It is pertinent 
to add, however, that in this respect as in many others, the presence of 
a Polish pope in Rome complicates the issue. One can easily imagine 
that without such a higher presence the Polish church might have taken 
an even more nationalist and fundamentalist direction. 
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The electoral triumph of Solidarity and the collapse of the Communist 
state have opened up a completely new chapter both in church-state and 
in church-society relations in Poland. There is a whole series of new 
fundamental questions which will need to be addressed and resolved 
constitutionally, institutionally, and culturally. Some of these questions 
are as follows: 

a) Once a legitimate democratic Polish state has finally emerged, rec- 
ognized by Polish society as its national state, will the church willingly 
relinquish its historical role as the nation’s keeper or will the church 
continue competing with the state over the symbolic representation of 
the Polish nation? 

b) Will the church fully accept the principle of separation of church 
and state, and will the church permit public issues to be resolved through 
institutional democratic channels, such as free electoral choice and open 
legislative and public debate, or will the church try to impose the Catho- 
lic confession upon state and society by curtailing or bypassing those 
channels and by using its enormous corporate power to restrict the elec- 
toral choices or to censor public debates? 

c) Which form of social integration or solidarity principle will the 
church promote, that of “civil society” or that of “nation”? Will the 
church accept the principle of self-organization of an autonomous civil 
society, based on the plurality and heterogeneity of norms, values, inter- 
ests, and forms of life, or will the church promote the principle of a 
homogeneous Polish Catholic national community? 

Given Catholic principle, Polish tradition, and the reality of the insti- 
tutional power and corporate influence of the church in Polish culture 
and society, it is hard to imagine that Polish Catholicism could soon 
become privatized. Undoubtedly, Catholicism in Poland will continue 
being a public religion for the foreseeable future. The suggestion that 
the Catholic church ought to accept the liberal principle of privatization 
is in this case unrealistic, normatively unjustified, and tactically perhaps 
counterproductive. There are clear signs that the Polish church already 
feels embattled by what it views as the advancing forces of liberalism. 
Indeed, warriors and spectators alike seem to agree that the main ideo- 
logical battle taking place today in Poland after the defeat of socialism 
is that between Catholicism and liberalism. As long as these remain the 
main terms of engagement, one cannot but sense that the historical stage 
is being set in Poland for the compulsive reenactment of the vicious 
cycles of the nineteenth-century French-Latin pattern of secularization. 
Even looking back only as far as Poland’s interwar period as a historical 
precedent, one can anticipate conflicts berween the church and the secu- 
lar state as well as new forms of ideological and political polarization 
in Polish society along religious-secular lines. Ironically, full-fledged anti- 
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clericalism may also emerge and take root in Poland at a time when it 
has practically disappeared from most Catholic countries. 

Not surprisingly, the Polish Catholic church has rejected the liberal 
principle of privatization as a self-interested secularist prescription for 
the marginalization of religion into public irrelevance. Since the church 
has made clear that it plans to maintain a public presence in Poland, the 
decisive and still open question is at which level of the polity the church 
will choose to make its public presence felt. Will it want to intervene 
and play a public role at the state level? Will it mobilize its resources 
for battle in political society? Or will it limit itself willingly to playing a 
role in the public sphere of an open and differentiated civil society? 
Judging from the ambiguous and relatively restrained interventions of 
the church in Polish politics since 1989, those questions remain open. 

One may at best give inconclusive answers recognizing that apparently 
the hierarchy is still grappling with those issues in its traditional secretive 
ways, is tentatively trying to shape circumstances and outcomes in an 
optimum “Catholic” direction without provoking a backlash, and is 
slowly learning to adjust to the new democratic order. Ironically, the 
newly gained libertas Ecclesiae, public recognition, and greater freedom 
of action seem to demand from the church greater self-restraint, more 
responsibility and public accountability for its influential interventions 
in the public sphere, and, ultimately, less maneuverability and authority 
than it had under the Communist regime. At this point, one can only 
point out some of the dilemmas facing the church in its public interven- 
tions at each of the three levels of the polity. 

Cardinal Glemp has repeatedly expressed his preference for a confes- 
sional Catholic state. In 1984 he wrote a sympathetic introduction to a 
new edition of Roman Dmowski’s 1927 pamphlet Church, Nation, and 
State, in which the leader of Endecja had advocated an authoritarian 
National-Catholic regime.*¢ In 1988 in an internal document of the Pol- 
ish episcopate, leaked out and published in Aneks, Glemp defended the 
traditional Catholic position against the principle of religious freedom 
and separation of church and state, arguing like the traditionalists did 
at Vatican II that the church cannot tolerate falsehood or recognize that 
error has the same rights as truth.*” In 1991 Primate Glemp presented 
an ambiguous public proposal to repeal the constitutional separation of 
church and state on the dubiously democratic grounds that the rule of 
the Catholic majority would require the constitutional recognition of the 
religious confession of the majority of Polish citizens. But in the face of 
some public resistance and, apparently, the disapproval of the Vatican, 
the church did not press the issue. For the time being, at least, it appears 
that the Polish Catholic church has resigned itself to accepting the consti- 
tutional separation of church and state. Irrespective of its preferences, 
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the Polish hierarchy could hardly publicly defend a position that goes 
against the new doctrine of religious freedom proclaimed at Vatican II, 
against the repeatedly expressed views of the Polish pope, and against 
general historical trends in Europe and throughout the Catholic world. 

But the formal acceptance of constitutional separation does not neces- 
sarily mean that the Polish church is ready to refrain from intervening 
in state affairs privately through corporatist avenues. In the fall of 1990, 
under obvious pressure from the church, the Ministry of Education of 
Mazowiecki’s Solidarity government put religious education back into 
the public school curriculum. This administrative act was unconstitu- 
tional, at least technically, since de jure the old constitution was still in 
force. But, more important, it contradicted the spirit of the yet to be 
written democratic constitution by removing administratively such a cru- 
cial issue from public debate. 

The church’s heavy pressure was equally evident in the passage by 
the Solidarity-controlled Senate in 1991 of a bill de-legalizing—that is, 
criminalizing—abortion. Again significant was the way the bill was 
passed, practically without debate—only one female senator dared to 
raise some questions—all senators virtually echoing the official Catholic 
position. One can suspect, as did the majority of Poles who according 
to opinion surveys oppose the criminalization of abortion, that the fear 
of the electoral consequences of contradicting the church on this issue 
weighed heavily on senatorial minds.* 

The fundamental question is the extent to which the church is ready 
to refrain from using its extraordinary corporate power to bypass the 
normal democratic process by establishing itself as an extraconstitutional 
and extraparliamentary tutelary power over certain reserved domains of 
policymaking, such as religion, education, and family morality. The 
church has the right and duty to let its voice be heard publicly on this 
or any other issue, as long as it respects the rights of others to express 
contrary views publicly. But if the church does not exercise self-limitation 
in the use of its corporate power, preferring to withdraw those issues 
from the discursive public sphere of parliament or civil society, democ- 
racy in Poland could attain a “perverse institutionalization.”°? 

The so far sporadic and ambiguous interventions of the church in 
the sphere of political society also make unclear the extent to which the 
church is ready to restrain itself from intervening in this sphere. The 
1990 presidential campaign made public the existing cleavages within 
Solidarity and within Polish civil society. It also made it obvious that 
the old “us” versus “them” identification no longer worked. And despite 
all the attempts to discredit Prime Minister Mazowiecki and other Cath- 
olic intellectuals as “crypto-Jews,” it also became evident that the politi- 
cal divisions in Polish society do not run solely along Catholic-secular 
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lines. The October 1991 parliamentary elections showed even more 
clearly the limits and dilemmas of the church's intervention in political 
society. As in Spain and Brazil, the church in Poland throughout the 
transition refrained from organizing or sponsoring a Catholic party. At 
first, in the October parliamentary elections, it avoided endorsing any of 
the five competing Catholic parties, which eventually formed an electoral 
coalition. The church’s vague appeal to the voters at the last minute 
to vote for “Catholic” candidates was largely ineffective and probably 
counterproductive. Even if the appeal helped to add a few percentage 
points to the votes obtained by the Catholic League, it would not be 
strategically wise for a national church to identify itself with an electoral 
coalition that was able to obtain only 9 percent of the votes in a very 
crowded electoral field in an election in which a majority of the Poles 
abstained from participating. 

Even if the Polish church sought to, it is unlikely that it could organize 
or sponsor, much less control, a large majoritarian Catholic party, Only 
the unlikely emergence of a threatening secularist anti-Catholic front 
would compel diverse Catholic forces to coalesce into a Catholic or 
Christian-Democratic front. Barring such a development, which only 
irresponsible interventions of the church in political society could facili- 
tate, one can expect Catholic groups to be distributed, as they presently 
are, across the spectrum of the Polish party system. Under such condi- 
tions it would be unwise on the part of the church to side with any 
particular political formation. The political mobilization of Catholics 
across parties for some presumably nonnegotiable “Catholic” issue, such 
as abortion, would most likely provoke the countermobilization of an 
anticlerical coalition which would reproduce the turn-of-the-century 
Latin pattern of secular-religious cleavages. 

Even assuming, however, that the church will refrain from directly 
intervening in political society, this should not necessarily bar it from 
active intervention in the public sphere of civil society. The church has 
the right and the duty to speak up publicly on any issue it considers of 
public relevance, from the evil of abortion (perhaps a lesser evil) to the 
personal and societal need for religious and moral education (freely and 
pluralistically organized) to the need to establish norms of solidarity and 
perhaps institutional mechanisms to limit and counter market laws 
and state administrative measures which are blind and impervious to 
human needs and to the damage they produce in the social fabric and 
in the lifeworld. As the pope did in his June 1991 visit to Poland, the 
church is also entitled to urge the Poles to avoid and resist what is seen 
as the Western European path of secularization, materialist and hedonist 
consumerism, utilitarian individualism, and liberalism. The fundamental 


Poland 113 


question is whether the church will strive for Catholic hegemony in the 
public sphere to stifle and silence dissonant voices or whether it will 
respect the right of these voices to be heard publicly. Here much depends 
on the courage of Polish intellectuals, particularly Catholic intellectuals, 
to express their differences of opinion publicly, especially when their 
opinions differ from those expressed by the church’s hierarchy.* 

Even in Poland, where the hierarchic, centralized, and clericalist na- 
ture of the Catholic church, along with traditional elements of Catholic 
culture, would seem to press in the direction of Catholic hegemony, one 
finds strong countervailing forces. Once the need for a unified societal 
resistance against the Communist state disappeared, Polish society exhib- 
ited an increasing pluralism of interests, norms, and values, belying any 
notion of a homogeneous Catholic national community.*! Any attempt 
to impose Catholic solutions on societal problems not only may open 
up religious-secular cleavages; given the increasingly pluralistic nature 
of Polish Catholicism, it could also lead to internal conflicts and divisions 
within the Catholic community and the church.*? The often stated dis- 
crepancy between the strong hold the church appeared to have over the 
public mind of the Poles on so-called national issues and the much 
weaker hold it appeared to have over the consciences of individual believ- 
ers on issues of private morality clearly indicates that Polish Catholicism 
historically has served more as a public civil religion than as a private 
religion of individual salvation. As an example, the high rates of abortion 
in Catholic Poland indicate that, for all kinds of reasons, abortion has 
become a normal method of birth control. The state certainly promoted 
abortion, perhaps even trying to embarrass the Catholic church by show- 
ing how weak an influence the church may have over the private morality 
of the Catholic Poles. Given the scarcity of modern forms of contracep- 
tion and their proscription by the church, as well as the views expressed 
in public opinion polls by the majority of Poles, the stage seems to be 
set for the emergence of conflicts between the church and large sectors 
of Polish society. If the church maintains its uncompromising attitude 
and insists on enforcing Catholic morality publicly, there is still a danger 
that the institutionalization of some form of Polish National-Catholicism 
could serve as an obstacle to the consolidation of an open and pluralist 
Polish civil society. It could also open the way for the kind of religious- 
civil warfare endemic to the Latin pattern of secularization. If the thesis 
presented in this book is correct, however, the Polish Catholic church 
could learn to accept modern secularization, that is, the relatively auton- 
omous differentiation of the secular spheres, without necessarily re- 
signing itself to the decline or the privatization of Catholicism in Polish 
civil society. 


5 Brazil: From Oligarchic Church to 
People’s Church 


Like the rest of the Latin American Catholic church, Brazilian Catholi- 
cism is a historical outgrowth of the militant Catholicism of the Iberian 
Peninsula.' But from the outset there were some fundamental differences 
between Portuguese colonization and Spanish colonization that contrib- 
uted to the establishment of two different forms of Catholicism within 
the same basic model of colonial Christendom.’ The central institution 
governing church-state relations, the Padroado or Patronato Real, was 
basically the same in both cases.’ The series of royal privileges that the 
Portuguese and Spanish crowns obtained from the Papacy, as a reward 
for their militant zeal in reconquering the Iberian Peninsula from Islam, 
transformed both colonial churches into ideal-typical exemplars of Cath- 
olic caesaropapism. As observed by Lloyd Mecham, “Never before or 
since did a sovereign with the consent of the Pope so completely control 
the Catholic Church within his dominions.”* 

Both churches became administrative dependencies of the state, 
allowing the crown to establish near absolute political, economic, and 
even doctrinal control over the ecclesiastical institution. The placet, that 
is, the right of the crown to censor all ecclesiastical bulls, letters, and 
documents, including papal ones, de facto severed any direct links be- 
tween the colonial churches and the Vatican. Only after independence, 
in the nineteenth century, did the Vatican begin to reassert its influence 
over the Latin-American national churches. In the case of Brazil this 
process was even slower than in the rest of Latin America. Only with 
the proclamation of the First Republic in 1890 was the Brazilian church 
able to free itself from state control and to establish close links with the 
Vatican.’ 

Even though the institution of royal patronage was basically the same 
in both cases, the administrative presence of the state and particularly 
of the institutional church in colonial Brazil was never either as intensive 
or as extensive as it was in Spanish America. While Spanish colonialism 
soon assumed the form of an administratively controlled process of in- 
tensive and extensive colonization, aiming to reproduce in the periphery 
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the basic institutions of the colonial center, Portuguese colonialism main- 
tained the basic characteristics of a mercantile empire much longer. Simi- 
larly, while the rapid and extensive Christianization of Spanish America 
was the result of an intensive joint administrative effort of church and 
state, the evangelization of Brazil was left to the initiative of the religious 
orders, particularly the Jesuits. Consequently, the institutional presence 
of the church in colonial Brazil was extremely weak. Up to 1676 there 
was only one diocese for the entire territory, and neither the Portuguese 
crown nor the state church showed any inclination to establish either 
parishes, universities, or seminaries for the training of a practically non- 
existent secular clergy. Other than the missionary zeal of the Jesuits 
and other religious orders, only the autonomous self-organization of 
irmandades, the lay brotherhoods which tended to reproduce in the col- 
ony popular Portuguese religiosity, can explain the existence of a modern 
Catholic Brazil.® 

In this respect, two of the distinguishing characteristics of Brazilian 
Catholicism, the weak institutional penetration of Brazilian society by 
the church and the dynamic self-reproduction of different forms of 
““quasi-Catholic” popular religiosity autonomously from clerical control, 
have their historical origins in Brazil’s colonial reality. One could further 
argue that the Popular Church and the ecclesial base communities (CEBs) 
that emerged in the 1970s as the organizational form of such a church 
are structurally linked to these two distinguishing characteristics of Bra- 
zilian Catholicism. They are the result of a dual process of strategic 
adaptation of an institutionally weak church to its changing environment 
and of the transformation of autonomous popular religiosity in a modern 
direction. 

Prior to the eighteenth century, the institutional weakness of the colo- 
nial church had been largely the unintended result of benign neglect and 
of the casual disinterest of the Portuguese crown in religious affairs. But 
with the spread of Enlightenment ideologies and the adoption of an 
aggressive Gallican regalism by the Portuguese state, the colonial church 
now was weakened even further as the result of interested state policies. 
The expulsion of the ultramontane Jesuits from the Portuguese domin- 
ions in 1759 in particular delivered a severe blow to the Brazilian church, 
from which it would only begin to recover toward the end of the nine- 
teenth century. 

In Spain and its colonies, the similar triumph of Gallican regalism 
had been only temporary, interrupted as it was by the French Revolution, 
by the wars of independence, and by the ensuing conflicts between the 
liberal state and the church that emerged throughout the nineteenth cen- 
tury in the Iberian Peninsula and Latin America. In Brazil, by con- 
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trast, independence actually led to a reinforcement of state control over 
the church. Perhaps nothing better illustrates the unique evolution of 
nineteenth-century Catholicism in Brazil than the peculiar fusion of 
Catholicism and Freemasonry, under the mantle of a caesaropapist state, 
which adopted first liberalism and later positivism as its guiding ideol- 
ogy. Brazil’s emperor, Pedro I, was simultaneously the first ecclesiastical 
authority and Grand Master of the Order; Father Diogo Feijoo, minister 
of justice and regent, was the main enforcer of Brazilian Gallicanism; 
numerous priests and bishops were also Masons; and the Catholic irman- 
dades became centers of Masonic activity.’ 

The first conflict between church and state in Brazil took place in the 
1870s precisely over Freemasonry. What made the conflict possible was 
the emergence of a few bishops in Brazil who had studied in France and 
for the first time began to look to the Vatican, rather than to the state, 
as their source of authority. Pius IX had been trying to reassert papal 
doctrinal and institutional authority over the national churches. In 1864 
came the promulgation of Quanta Cura, the encyclical attacking Ma- 
sonry, and of the Syllabus, which among the long list of “modern errors” 
included national churches, the placet, the precedence of civil law over 
canon law, and civilian control of religious affairs. Not surprisingly, 
Pedro II chose not to give his imperial placet to the publication in Brazil 
of both papal texts, since they attacked Brazilian conditions so directly. 
In 1870, the First Vatican Council, which was attended by seven of the 
eleven Brazilian bishops, proclaimed the dogma of papal infallibility. 
The conflict between church and state broke out soon thereafter, in 
1874, over the attempts by two Brazilian bishops to follow the Vatican, 
by demanding that their priests abjure Masonry and that the Catholic 
irmandades expel all Masons from their midst. The state’s response was 
to imprison both bishops. The reaction from political elites, society, and 
even the Brazilian church was practically nonexistent.® 

In 1889 a military coup overthrew the empire and established the 
First Republic. The conditions of the Brazilian state church had become 
so deplorable that, when the republic decreed the separation of church 
and state in 1890, the Brazilian bishops, while rejecting the principle of 
separation, welcomed the reality as a liberation from state control that 
would give the church the religious freedom it had never enjoyed as a 
state church. In their Pastoral Letter of March 1890, the bishops came 
to the sobering conclusion that the “pretended patronage” had actually 
been a form of “‘state oppression” that had almost destroyed the church.’ 
After almost four hundred years of state patronage, the Catholic church 
in Brazil had merely thirteen bishops and about seven hundred priests 
for a nominally Catholic population of 14 million. Moreover, the level of 
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internal discipline and the moral conduct of the Brazilian clergy deviated 
greatly from European Catholic standards, 

lts newly gained freedom allowed the Brazilian church to begin a 
process of internal reform and dramatic institutional growth. But the 
loss of state protection, including economic support, forced the church 
to rely for the first time on its own resources in an officially secular and 
politically hostile environment. The church became painfully aware of its 
extremely weak presence in a nominally Catholic society. With Vatican 
support and the importation of European clergy, there also came the 
Romanization and Europeanization of the Brazilian church in its general 
outlook and strategies. The church adopted the neo-Christendom model 
and the mobilization strategy of Catholic Action, which were then being 
adopted throughout Europe.'® 

The new vision and the new strategy were formulated most consis- 
tently in the famous 1916 Pastoral Letter of Dom Sebastiáo Leme, arch- 
bishop of Recife and Olinda, later of Rio de Janeiro. According to Dom 
Leme, who until his death in 1942 was the most prominent leader of 
the Brazilian church, it was the lack of religious education at all levels 
of society that explained the paradox of a church without influence in a 
nominally Catholic country. The solution he proposed, which he was 
able to implement rather successfully, was the typical strategy of Catholic 
Action, namely, to reconquer society by Christianizing its elites. The 
education of activist Catholic elites would permit the church to gain a 
stronghold in the most important institutions, particularly in the state, 
wherefrom the church could extend its religious education to the rest of 
society. As Bruneau observes, “The solution for Leme lay in a pressure 
group strategy, to re-enter public life and from this position use power 
to promote influence.” !! 

Thus, less than twenty years after it had welcomed the separation of 
church and state, the Brazilian church, impelled by the perception of 
institutional weakness, began to search for a new alliance with the state. 
Modeling itself after the European churches, which were becoming urban 
middle-class institutions, the Brazilian church chose to ignore the im- 
mense majority of the population, the lower rural classes and their unor- 
thodox popular religiosity. The ruling oligarchic elites on their part, 
having adopted positivism as their ideology, were ignoring the church. 
The church had to rely on the formation of middle-class lay Catholic 
elites to serve as carriers of the Catholic Action project. 

The cornerstone of this project was the Centro Dom Vital. Created in 
1922, the Centro brought together an impressive generation of Catholic 
intellectuals who later, for many years, would play prominent roles in 
Brazil’s public life. At first, most of them adopted the kind of Catholic 
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corporatist nationalism then in vogue throughout the Catholic world. 
Some, like Gustavo Corcao and Plínio Corrêa de Oliveira, remained 
prominent leaders of the Brazilian Catholic right. Others, like Alceu de 
Amoroso Lima and Hélder Cámara, influenced by French Catholic think- 
ers such as Jacques Maritain and Emmanuel Mounier, began in the 
1940s to adopt a more progressive form of social and political Catholi- 
cism, thus anticipating and influencing the progressive turn the entire 
Brazilian church would later take.” 

The 1930 military coup which brought Getúlio Vargas to power also 
brought the state closer to the church. Dom Leme became Vargas's close 
personal friend and occasional adviser. Though personally an agnostic, 
Vargas realized the important role the church could play in the kind of 
state-organized middle-class populist nationalism he was projecting.” 
Furthermore, a few strategically organized massive demonstrations of 
popular religiosity in 1931 and the success of the Catholic Electoral 
League (LEC) in the 1933 elections for the Constituent Assembly had 
proven that the church had already amassed considerable mobilization 
resources, !4 

Mainwaring has noted that “the 1934 Constitution met LEC’s princi- 
pal demands, including state financial support for the Church, prohibi- 
tion of divorce and recognition of religious marriage, religious education 
during school hours, and state subsidies for Catholic schools.” Vargas’s 
assumption of dictatorial powers and the creation of the corporatist 
authoritarian Estado Nóvo in 1937 brought church and state even closer 
together. While Brazilian Catholicism was not as entangled with the 
Vargas authoritarian regime as the Spanish church was with the Franco 
regime, nonetheless Catholic ideologists also celebrated the Estado Nóvo 
as the model of the Catholic “Third Way.”?** 

Thereafter, until the late 1960s, the Brazilian church followed basi- 
cally the general developments of the Brazilian state and of Brazilian 
society.*” In the 1970s, however, a new Brazilian church emerged, the 
People's Church, which not only became the main force of opposition 
to the bureaucratic-authoritarian regime, supporting the reconstitution 
of civil society against the state, but also began to sponsor the radical 
transformation of Brazilian society. What explains this transformation 
of the Brazilian church from its traditional pattern of orientation to the 
state to a new orientation toward society? There seems to be a decep- 
tively simple answer to this question. Precisely because the new bureau- 
cratic-authoritarian regime had created a chasm between state and soci- 
ety, the church, forced to choose between the two, threw its lot with 
society against the state.?* 

Three issues are crucial for an understanding of the distinguishing 
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characteristics of the Brazilian transformation. An analysis of the three 
issues also serves to put into question each of the premises of a purely 
strategic-instrumental institutional analysis. These three issues are the 
following: 


1. the hegemonic struggles within the church 

2. the church’s prophetic stand against the National Security State and 
its model of economic development 

3. the People’s Church and the CEBs 


The Hegemonic Struggles within the Church 


Ralph Della Cava’s analysis has convincingly shown that the transforma- 
tion of the Brazilian church, rather than being the intended result of an 
institutional strategy of adaptation, is best understood as the largely 
unintended outcome of a complex process of interaction and hegemonic 
struggles between the various individual and collective actors within the 
Brazilian church.!? To a large extent, the transformation needs to be 
viewed within the larger context of the general transformation of the 
Latin-American Catholic church, which in turn has to be seen as the 
Latin-American version of the general process of Catholic aggiorna- 
mento Y 

There is general agreement that the 1968 Medellín conference of 
Latin-American bishops marks a turning point in this transformation for 
two reasons: first, because it served to legitimate and to give official 
impetus to a process which had already started from below but now 
assumed a dynamic of its own; second, because to a large extent it 
generated the very phenomenon of a Latin-American church as a conti- 
nent-wide institution with a differentiated regional identity, and as a 
transnational social movement made up of transnational cadres and col- 
lective actors with a common discourse and a collective project of histori- 
cal transformation. Any comparative analysis of the Latin-American na- 
tional churches shows that it is misleading to make facile generalizations 
about Latin-American Catholicism, for the differences between the vari- 
ous national churches there are much greater and more striking, for 
instance, than those between the various Western European national 
churches.*! Nonetheless, today it is impossible to understand the devel- 
opments of the particular national churches without taking into account 
the new reality of a Latin-American church. The study of the Brazilian 
church is of special relevance in this respect, because it is the largest 
Catholic church in the world, it played a leading role in the general 
transformation of the Latin-American church, and it is the only place 
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where the project of radical transformation was, at least for a while, 
officially institutionalized at the top of the church’s hierarchy. 

In Brazil, as in the rest of Latin America, the initial impetus for change 
came as an institutional reaction to the perception of external threats 
which the rapid changes in Latin-American societies were posing to the 
church as an institution. Precisely in order to coordinate and direct the 
institutional response to those threats, the National Conference of Brazil- 
ian Bishops (CNBB) was created in 1952, as the personal initiative of 
then Msgr. Hélder Cámara, with the support of his close personal friend 
Msgr. Giovanni Montini, later Pope Paul VI, who was working at the 
time at the Vatican’s Secretariat of State. Under the energetic leadership 
of Hélder Cámara and with the help of a small group of activist bishops, 
unrepresentative of the more conservative Brazilian episcopate, the 
CNBB became a kind of Joint Chiefs of Staff of the Brazilian church, 
planning and implementing a strategy of institutional and social change, 
very much in alliance with the reformist strategies of economic develop- 
ment which were promoted by the Brazilian state after Vargas's demo- 
cratic return to power in 1951. Out of this close collaboration of church 
and state emerged two church-initiated and state-financed projects of 
social change: SUDENE, the regional development program for the 
Northeast, and MEB, the national program of literacy training and social 
and political mobilization through conscientizagao. MEB, in particular, 
was destined to play a crucial role in the radicalization of Catholic Action 
cadres.?? 

The 1962 Plano de Emergéncia para a Igreja do Brasil, prepared by 
the CNBB, identified secularization, Marxism, Protestantism, and spirit- 
ism as the four main threats facing the Brazilian church.” The first three 
were the threats commonly identified by most Latin-American churches 
in the 1960s. The fourth, spiritism, refers broadly to the various forms 
of Afro-Brazilian religion and to Kardecism.”* But the institutional re- 
sponse of the CNBB that was adopted as the official strategy of the 
Brazilian church was neither a conservative reaction nor a defensive 
adaptation to external changes but, rather, an offensive proactive promo- 
tion of radical social change. Moreover, while the CNBB in conjunction 
with the government was promoting a strategy of radical reform from 
above, the radical Catholic left and its party, Popular Action (AP), were 
competing with the Marxist left to become the vanguard of revolutionary 
change. 

Conservative bishops, however, felt increasingly apprehensive and 
suspicious of the progressive leadership assumed by a CNBB that in their 
eyes did not represent the majority of the episcopate. Fearful of Marxist 
infiltration and critical of the calls for greater autonomy coming from 
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Catholic lay cadres, they began to curtail radicál activism and to regain 
clerical control of the Catholic youth organizations (JUC, JEC, and 
JOC).4 Meanwhile, the Catholic right was mobilizing upper- and 
middle-class women through “family and rosary marches” against the 
“Bolshevik peril,” thus creating the social base for the 1964 military 
coup.** The 1964 military coup, which put an end to all projects of 
radical reform from above as well as from below, was followed by an 
internal coup within the Brazilian episcopate which displaced the small 
group of progressive bishops from the leadership of the CNBB. In their 
first joint declaration after the military coup, the Brazilian bishops 
thanked God and the armed forces, ‘who heeded the prayers of millions 
of Brazilians and delivered us from the communist peril.*”?” In the next 
elections for all the CNBB positions, which ironically took place in Rome 
in the midst of the Vatican Council sessions, a coalition of conservative 
and moderate bishops defeated the progressive slate, the Central Com- 
mission was expanded from seven to thirty-seven members, and the 
whole administrative structure was decentralized, thus making the CNBB 
more representative of the entire episcopate but also diffusing its leader- 
ship role.?* 

It is even more significant, therefore, that by the early 1970s the 
CNBB, now representative of the entire Brazilian episcopate, had again 
begun to assume a leadership role, directly confronting the authoritarian 
regime and advocating and promoting radical social change. As Ralph 
della Cava observes, “A new hegemonic group— . . . the People’s Church 
(Igreja do Povo)—had through an ongoing struggle come to prevail 
within Brazilian Catholicism.”?” This time, however, it was no longer a 
small group of progressives assuming the leadership of the church but, 
rather, the majority of moderate bishops and the entire Brazilian church 
that was being radicalized by the policies of the National Security State 
and its model of economic development. 


The Prophetic Stand of the Brazilian Church 


Even though such an analysis would tend to miss the dynamics of faith 
and religious motivation which led the CNBB leadership and radical lay 
Catholics to embrace social and political activism as a form of religious 
“engagement” and of Christian witness, nevertheless an instrumentalist 
analysis of the adoption by the CNBB leadership of a strategy of social 
reform prior to the 1964 military coup could be at least partly justified. 
One could certainly argue that by promoting social reform at a time 
when such projects were emanating from the state and from the left, the 
church was simply either trying to ride the crest of reform or competing 
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with other groups and institutions to maintain its influence. Indeed, al- 
though the church had been an early advocate of agrarian reform, it 
took the formation of the socialist Peasant Leagues and of the communist 
sindicatos for the church to begin to organize its own project of peasant 
mobilization. 

But such an analysis would be incongruent when applied to the 
church's support of social and political change in postcoup Brazil. When 
the Brazilian church under military rule again began to advocate social 
reform, it stood alone against the current, facing the ire of the state and 
experiencing in its own right the violence of the system. First to speak 
up was the traditionally progressive Northeast church, which had never 
been completely silenced. Then came the Amazon church, which gained 
its regional identity and its voice when it began resisting the savage, 
state-organized, capitalist penetration and colonization of the Amazon, 
a process which was bringing havoc to Indian and peasant communities 
and uprooting all forms of life that were standing in its way. Finally 
came the loud protest of the traditionally conservative church of the 
industrial South, particularly of Sao Paulo, which was galvanized both 
by the state terror spread chaotically by paramilitary death squads or 
administered efficiently in the infamous torture chambers of the Second 
Army Command, and by the increasing pauperization which was spread- 
ing through the rapidly growing concentric circles of São Paulo’s slums. 
The Brazilian church became “the voice of the voiceless” after 1968, 
once the Fifth Institutional Act had finally institutionalized the National 
Security State and the ensuing repression had at last silenced society.* 

One could still argue that with its courageous stand the church was 
trading present troubles for future influence. Undoubtedly, the Brazilian 
church acquired for the first time the kind of prestige and influence in 
Brazilian society it had never had before, when the church stood close to 
the corridors of power. But to view the church’s stand as an institutional 
strategy or as a calculated risk is rather farfetched. The victims of state 
terror belie such an analysis. The church has always known, since it first 
experienced Roman state terror, that the blood of martyrs fertilizes 
church growth. But it is hard to conceive that the church would advocate 
or promote martyrdom as a strategy of institutional growth. Institutional 
analysis ought to be able to distinguish between power sought as an 
strategic goal and influence that comes as the unintended consequence 
of virtuous conduct, even when remembering with Nietzsche that the will 
to power lurks everywhere, even in the most humbling act of meekness. 

Only an analysis which views the church’s stand against the state as 
the assumption of a prophetic role can offer a convincing interpretation 
of the transformation of the Brazilian church. Of course, the entire insti- 
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tution never assumed a prophetic role and the readiness of moderate or 
even conservative bishops to confront the state can be easily explained 
as the expression of esprit de corps, or of institutional and corporatist 
self-interest. Many moderate and conservative bishops began to speak 
up only when they saw the repressive arm of the state reaching their 
own diocesan priests or their episcopal colleagues. Yet corporatist self- 
defense or solidarity cannot be the whole explanation, for the same 
bishops failed to speak up in 1964, after the military coup, when the 
brunt of the state’s repression was directed at radical Catholics, including 
some priests. Besides, when the Brazilian bishops took a public stand in 
the early 1970s, they were not defending the privileged rights of sacred 
persons but, rather, the sacred dignity of the human person. It was the 
realization that the National Security State had gone too far, that it was 
overstepping the boundaries of the traditional moral order, that despite 
its rhetorical defense of Christian civilization its totalitarian tendencies 
were endangering not only the autonomy of the church but fundamental 
human values, that made even reluctant bishops take a public stand.*? 

The leadership role taken by the most outspoken sectors of the Brazil- 
ian church against the authoritarian state and its model of economic 
development was in any case certainly prophetic. ““Prophetism” was not 
unique to the Brazilian church. It emerged everywhere throughout Latin- 
American Catholicism.*? What distinguished the Brazilian case was the 
fact that in Brazil prophetism was more generalized and became institu- 
tionalized at the top. Weber’s explanation of the emergence of ancient 
Hebrew prophecy may provide at least an approximate explanation of 
the emergence of contemporary prophetism.?* Weber attributed the 
emergence of prophecy in ancient Israel to the joint existence of four 
conditioning factors: 


1. an ethical-prophetic religious tradition, that is, the conception of a 
monotheistic transcendental God who intervenes in history; 

2. “free” intellectuals, that is, intellectuals detached or alienated from 
the powers that be; 

3. the massive proletarianization of the peasantry; 

4. an international context of imperial power struggles. 


These four conditions were also present in Latin America in the 1960s, 
and they may help to explain the emergence of liberation theology there, 
not only as a form of intellectual discourse but as a social movement.?* 

1. The history of the three Abrahamic religions shows that the ethical- 
prophetic component within the Jewish-Christian-Muslim traditions is 
always there, lying dormant, waiting to be reawakened when conditions 
are suitable. The renovation of Catholic theological discourse that ac- 
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companied the aggiornamento brought this tradition to life. The natural- 
istic, ontological scholastic tradition was replaced by a biblical historicist 
theology. The rediscovery of the old conception of the church as “the 
people of God” and of secular history as the history of salvation found 
deep resonance in Latin-American conditions. The paradigmatic pro- 
phetic texts of the biblical tradition—Exodus, the Prophets, and the 
Gospel—were rediscovered and read, in many instances for the first time, 
with new eyes. Also rediscovered was Latin America’s own prophetic 
tradition, that of Fray Bartolomé de las Casas and other missionaries and 
visionaries who, as defenders of the Indians, had stood against colonial 
exploitation.» Brazil also had its own tradition of millenarian socio- 
religious protest.°° 

2. Although there are significant variations in church-state relations 
throughout Latin America and although Brazil is an extreme case in this 
respect, Brazil’s experience, analyzed above, can be generalized to the 
rest of Latin America.” Again, the timing and historical details of the 
process vary significantly—timing and historical details being of crucial 
relevance in determining whether the prophetic tradition will take hold 
in one country or not. But the general outline of the historical process 
can be reconstructed ideal-typically in the following way: for over four 
hundred years, the Latin-American church stood bound to the state and 
to the oligarchic classes. Unlike in Brazil, however, in many Latin- 
American countries, after independence, the liberal and positivist state 
separated itself from the church. But this only led a forsaken church to 
seek closer ties with conservative parties and oligarchic classes in order 
to obtain new protection and regain access to the state. In any case, at 
the turn of the twentieth century, throughout most of Latin America, 
Brazil here being the main exception, the Catholic church found itself 
bound to the oligarchic state. As the oligarchic state entered into crisis 
and was replaced by other forms of state differently throughout Latin 
America, the church was forced to reassess its political and class alli- 
ances. Christian Democracy and alliances with various forms of popu- 
lism became the typical responses of the church.** In some cases, notably 
Mexico and Uruguay, a secular state with its own sources of legitimation 
showed little interest in entering alliances with the church.*? In other 
cases, notably Colombia, the oligarchic alliance was remarkably able to 
survive while adjusting to new state forms.* When in the 1960s both 
Christian Democracy and populism entered their own kinds of crisis or 
were simply proscribed by the new bureaucratic-authoritarian regimes, 
the church was forced once again to reassess its state relations and its 
class alliances.*! This forced liberation from old ties made the church 
free to establish altogether new relations. The process was particularly 
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critical where the crisis of the oligarchic state, or of the rural oligarchic 
social order which had survived the fall of the oligarchic state, coincided 
with the crisis of Christian Democracy and populism. This was the case 
in Brazil, Peru, and Central America, precisely the places where libera- 
tion theology emerged and took hold as a social movement.*? 

But it was not only the church as an institution that was freed from old 
ties. Even more important was the fact that church intellectuals—priests, 
pastoral agents, lay activists— were freed from their traditional religious 
roles by the dual influence of modern secularization and Catholic aggior- 
namento. As traditional pastoral and sacramental roles and the personal 
identities that went with them were put into question, church intellectu- 
als were forced to reassess their personal lives and commitments and 
became free to adopt new, more “relevant” roles and to develop new, 
more satisfying identities. Existing surveys of the Latin-American clergy 
in the 1960s in places as diverse as Chile, Colombia, Bolivia, and Brazil 
detected very clearly this crisis in personal and role identity. In this 
respect, outer “secularization,” the massive and rather sudden departure 
of priests and nuns, and inner “secularization,” the adoption of social 
and political activism by many of those who remained, were parallel and 
closely related phenomena.” 

Moreover, of all church intellectuals, the ones who experienced this 
crisis most severely and the ones most likely to assume prophetic roles 
were those who had lived in two worlds, either because they were foreign 
priests in Latin America or because they were Latin-American priests 
who had studied abroad. A quick look at the list of the thirty to forty 
individuals most influential in the development of liberation theology 
will show that well over half of them fall within one of the two catego- 
ries. Similarly, half of the priests who joined the Christians for Socialism 
movement in Chile were foreign-born. But this does not make liberation 
theology less autochthonous, as some critics have tried to argue.“ It was 
not the ideas, brought mostly from Europe, that were in themselves 
radical but their confrontation with Latin-American conditions that 
made them so. That the experience of “backwardness,” which requires 
the knowledge and confrontation of two worlds, can serve as a radical 
impulse should not be surprising. When the roots of backwardness are 
found in colonial or imperial oppression, the impulse for liberation be- 
comes even stronger. If one adds the sense of guilt or ethical responsibil- 
ity that derives from viewing oneself as a privileged intellectual of a 
church which for so long aided in the oppression, then the personal 
determinants impelling individuals to assume prophetic roles or to be- 
come organic intellectuals of the oppressed fall easily into place.** 

3. The proletarianization of the peasantry is, of course, a global phe- 
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nomenon which always accompanies capitalist penetration. Throughout 
Latin Ámerica in the 1960s proletarianization assumed massive forms, 
but only in some cases does it appear to be structurally connected with 
the emergence of prophetism. Again, the already mentioned cases of 
Brazil, Peru, and Central America are paradigmatic. Conditions for a 
fusion of proletarianization and prophetism seem to be particularly ripe 
when (a) proletarianization coincides with a situation in which there 
are no available channels of mobilization (parties, trade unions, etc.); 
(b) the capitalist penetration that produces proletarianization is state- 
organized and attempts at mobilization meet with violent state repres- 
sion; and (c) there is a popular religiosity which can be tapped by pasto- 
ral agents for religiously based mobilization. 

4, Liberation theology emerges in Latin America at the same time and 
for the same reasons as the “imperialism and dependency” discourse. 
Some of the common reasons were the experience of peripheric depen- 
dency from the capitalist center; the frequent American imperialist inter- 
ventions in Latin-American politics, mostly to topple nationalist, popu- 
list, or democratic regimes; the role of the United States in providing 
the ideology, the training, the weapons, and the support of the “new 
professionalism” of the Latin-American armed forces and of the Na- 
tional Security State; the Cuban revolution and the fatal mirage of im- 
pending revolution it created throughout Latin America on both the left 
and the right. Latin Ámerica, like the rest of the Third World, became 
the theater for the hegemonic struggles between the two superpowers 
and the systems and ideologies they represented, capitalism and social- 
ism. Many intellectuals and religious individuals, whether leftist or right- 
ist, also tended to see the hegemonic struggle in light of the history of 
salvation, as a Manichaean struggle between good and evil. The fact that 
national rulers and oppressors were perceived as puppets of external 
imperialist powers made them even more illegitimate and open to pro- 
phetic condemnation. 


The Church of “the People” and the CEBs 


It is mot possible to understand the transformation of the Brazilian 
church without taking into account the historical process which Gustavo 
Gutiérrez has called “the eruption of the poor in history.”*f The church, 
like the Brazilian state and the Brazilian elites, had largely ignored and 
excluded the rural masses. The rural oligarchic structure of entire North- 
ern, Northeastern, and Central Brazil had been left practically untouched 
by Vargas's middle-class and industrial working-class populism and by 
the process of economic development and state transformation it had 
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unleashed.* Up to the mid-1950s, when the first Peasant Leagues 
emerged, the rule of the “colonels,” the local patrons who also doubled 
as political bosses, had gone unchallenged.** Heeding the Gospel's words 
that “the poor will always be with you,” the church had taken the poor 
for granted and like the state and the rest of society had concentrated 
most of its ecclesiastical resources in the more developed South. From 
1950 on, however, when the first call for agrarian reform by Dom En- 
gelke, bishop of Campanha, Minas Gerais, was heard, “the agrarian 
question” would assume greater and greater relevance in the church’s 
vision, until it became the single most important factor in the transforma- 
tion of the very identity of the church as the Igreja do Povo.*? It was the 
new attention given to the agrarian question with all its ramifications 
that led to the church’s discovery of “the people” and to the church’s 
assumption of the “‘preferential option for the poor.” 

Many factors played a role in this process. 

a) The newly gained perception of what Dom Engelke called “the 
subhuman condition” of rural workers.*% Dom Engelke was by no means 
a radical bishop, but slowly the discovery of the poor radicalized the 
bishops of the Northeast and the Amazon. Their collective pronounce- 
ments became increasingly more radical, attacking not only the sub- 
human conditions but also what they saw as the structural causes of 
those conditions. By the early 1970s they were openly calling for the 
“overcoming of capitalism” and the ““socialization of the means of pro- 
duction.” ?! 

b) The perceived threat the emergence of the “ligas camponesas” in 
the late 1950s—organized by the Socialist Francisco Julião—presented 
to the tenuous hold the church had over the popular Catholicism of the 
rural population. The Natal movement and the church’s involvement in 
rural unionization were a direct response to this perceived threat. Soon, 
though, the Catholic rural sindicatos became the largest and most active 
in the field, assuming a dynamic of its own and leading to the radicaliza- 
tion of all involved, that is, the base, the leadership cadres, and the 
hierarchy. The violent repression which followed the 1964 military coup 
destroyed the peasant movement, but the Northeastern bishops contin- 
ued speaking up, condemning state repression and advocating social re- 
form. By courageously drawing the ire and repression of the state upon 
themselves, Northeastern bishops, pastoral agents, and Catholic activists 
initiated the dynamics of church-state confrontation which led in the 
early 1970s to the break of the Brazilian church with the authoritarian 
regime.?? 

c) The Movement for Grass-roots Education (MEB), which played a 
crucial role not only in the social and political radicalization of Brazilian 
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Catholicism, but in changing the very institutional identity of the Brazil- 
ian church. By adopting Paulo Freire's ideas and methods of conscienti- 
zacáo, what had started as a school radio program to teach literacy 
and catechism in Sutatenza, Colombia, was transformed into a national 
program of popular political education and mobilization of those who 
had been excluded from participation in the extremely elitist Brazilian 
society. By linking personal with social transformation as the very goal 
of education, the illiterate poor learned to see their personal ills as part 
of larger societal structures. The slow assimilation of Freire’s pedagogy 
by the students and, more important, by the teachers themselves was as 
important as the lessons in political mobilization. According to E. de 
Kadt, around two-thirds of the MEB’s leadership cadres had some Cath- 
olic Action background and over half of the cadres had belonged to one 
of the radical youth movements (JUC or JEC). Most of them were al- 
ready familiar with Freire’s ideas, but it was trying to implement them 
that made the difference. The populist faith in the people’s own ability 
to organize themselves and to transform their own lives and society may 
have been naive, but it had a profound effect upon the Catholic elites 
that were working with ordinary people, upon the self-understanding of 
the church as a “church of the people,” and upon the creation of a whole 
series of grass-roots organizations within the church and within society. 
MEB was the only movement of civil society able to survive military 
repression, which it did by falling under the protection and the ecclesias- 
tical control of the hierarchy. The movement was depoliticized and given 
a more religious orientation, but it served as a link with the newly emerg- 
ing CEBs.°? 

d) The rapid proletarianization which followed the increasing capital- 
ist penetration of rural Brazil. This proletarianization presented the 
church with two different types of challenges. First, the church was 
forced to confront the human and social consequences of a rapid process 
of economic growth which i) disrupted the life-world of peasant and 
Indian communities, led to even greater latifundist concentration, and 
increased the pauperization and social inequalities of rural Brazil;>* ii) led 
to rapid urbanization and to the proliferation of urban slums throughout 
Brazil, where new urban marginal classes where amassing without hous- 
ing, without work, and without the most basic utilities;*> and iii) in- 
creased even further the national income inequality, already one of 
the highest in the world, as well as the appalling regional differences 
in income and wealth between the industrial South and the rural 
Northeast.’ 


The church’s response, particularly that of the regional churches of 
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the Northeast, the Amazon, and Sáo Paulo was (a) to help organize, 
support, and protect Indians, rural and urban workers, squatters, peas- 
ants, and small farmers in their struggles against landowners, capitalists, 
and state and local authorities; (b) to set institutional structures within 
the CNBB, such as the Indian Missionary Council (CIMI), the Land 
Pastoral Commission (CPT), the Workers Pastoral Commission (CPO), 
and the Justice and Peace Commission in order to help coordinate all 
the activities, to gather and publicize information, and to present reform 
proposals; and (c) to confront the regime directly with the publication 
of collective pastoral letters criticizing in the harshest possible terms the 
institutionalized terrorism of the National Security State, its constant 
violation of human and civil rights, the widespread use of torture and 
assassination, and the “Brazilian model of development.” The Brazilian 
model, as one of the harshest documents put it, “means a ‘development’ 
that enriches only a small minority. . . . For the poor, the system offers 
a future of increasing marginalization. For the Indians it offers a future 
of death.” 37 

But increasing proletarianization and urbanization presented the 
church with a second type of problem, this one challenging the very 
institutional identity of the church. In increasing numbers the new urban 
poor were joining Protestant sects, particularly Pentecostalism, and vari- 
ous Afro-Brazilian syncretic religions, particularly, Umbanda.’? More- 
over, it was becoming painfully obvious to the church that it could 
no longer count on the traditional clerical means of evangelization and 
pastoral care to confront the new challenges. This was the context within 
which the first experiments in ecclesial base communities as alternative 
forms of pastoral care began in the mid-1960s. Soon, however, the Bra- 
zilian church learned to make virtue out of necessity, and by the early 
1970s the experimental stopgap measures had become an alternative 
model of church, officially promoted from above. 

A quick look at the demographics of the Brazilian church should give 
an idea of the dimensions of the challenge. In the mid-1960s Brazil had 
a population of 80 million, 93 percent of which was nominally Catholic. 
To take pastoral care of this population, there were around 250 bishops 
(the largest episcopate in the world), around 12,500 priests (over 40 
percent of them foreign), and around 4,600 parishes (with approximately 
17,000 Catholics per parish, while in the United States, West Germany, 
and Portugal the number of Catholics per parish was approximately 
2,000). Most of the ecclesiastical resources, like the economic ones, were 
heavily concentrated in the South. While the number of inhabitants per 
priest in Santa Catarina and in Rio Grande do Sul was around 4,150, 
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in the Northeast, where Pentecostalism and Umbanda were spreading 
most rapidly, the number oscillated between 11,000 in Rio Grande do 
Norte and the extreme 29,600 in Maranháo. In addition, there was little 
hope for improvement in the future. Between 1967 and 1977, 2,300 
priests (ca. 20 percent) left the priesthood, while the traditional voca- 
tional sources, seminaries, and foreign priests were dwindling.*? 

By the early 1980s, Brazil’s population had reached 130 million, the 
number of bishops had increased to 360, and the number of priests had 
stayed around 13,000 while there were roughly 80,000 new ecclesial 
base communities. As Leonardo Boff, the most important and original 
Brazilian liberation theologian, has observed, a new “‘ecclesiogenesis” 
had taken place. The ecclesial base communities had “reinvented” the 
Brazilian church.© But it would be a serious error to interpret the growth 
of the CEBs simply as a function of the shortage of priests. Other Latin- 
American churches experienced similar shortages, and yet neither the 
hierarchy there promoted the CEBs nor did they take root from below. 
Today, with 360 bishops and 38 priests per bishop, the Brazilian church 
is probably the top-heaviest in the world, yet it is also perhaps the least 
hierarchic, the least clerical, and one of the most democratic internally 
at all levels.*! 

The shortage of priests was certainly important in giving impetus to 
the early experiments, but the CEBs could neither have grown as they 
did nor taken the form they took without (a) the decision of the hierarchy 
to promote them, fully conscious that they were promoting an alternative 
model of church; (b) the full commitment of the pastoral agents who 
initiated and continued guiding them and who saw them not only as 
alternative forms of religious community but even more as popular orga- 
nizations where the people could develop humanly, socially, and politi- 
cally, indeed, as the self-organization of society from below; and (c) the 
existence of a resilient Catholic popular religiosity which had been able 
to reproduce itself for centuries with minimum clerical control. lt was not 
so much an ecclesiastical strategy of institutional survival as a conscious 
decision to transform the church’s identity and to become the church of 
the people by directing the attention and resources of the church to the 
lower classes. In Brazil, “the preferential option for the poor,” a concept 
which originated in the Brazilian church and was assumed by the Latin- 
American church at Puebla, -became to a larger extent than anywhere 
else a true commitment.” 

Guillermo O’Donnell has argued that “nation,” “civil society,” and 
“lo popular” can be viewed as three alternative principles and structures 
of mediation between state and society. While “nation” is the principle 
of organization of a homogeneous societal community organized politi- 
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cally through the state against other nation-states and against the inter- 
nal “other,” the enemy within, “lo popular” or, rather, “lo nacional- 
popular,” as it appears in Argentinian Peronist political discourse, is the 
principle of organization of a homogeneous societal community orga- 
nized politically through the state against internal and external oligar- 
chies. As political movements geared to conquer the state or already 
organized through the state, both nationalism and populism tend to be 
undemocratic insofar as the structure of mediation of national or popular 
interests is usually organized through the plebiscitarian relationship of 
the leader and the masses and through corporatist representation. In the 
case of Argentinian populism, in the first phase of Peronismo, the three 
corporations representing “‘nacional-popular” interests were the unions, 
the army, and the church. 

What is significant about the new populism, the new trade unionism, 
and the new social movements that emerged in Brazil in the late 1970s, 
all three of them with organizational and ideological roots in the CEBs, 
is the fact not only that they were directed against the nationalism of a 
National Security State that excluded both civil society and the people 
from political participation, and against an economic nationalism that 
measured development solely by the growth of the gross national prod- 
uct, but also that they broke with much of the elitism and the statism 
of traditional Brazilian populism.™ In the new political discourse, “the 
people” served both as the principle of self-defense of society against the 
state and as the principle of self-organization of society autonomously 
from the state. In this respect, it was akin to the principle of organization 
of Polish Solidarity. In both cases civil society, a concept which also 
assumed a central role in the new political discourse, was conceived as 
“a political space” autonomous from the state. Hence, the concept of 
civil society was consciously opposed to traditional ideas of the relations 
between state and society. The emphasis on “the people” was directed 
against the traditional elitism of Brazilian political society and its struc- 
tures of mediation and representation of interests, which had excluded 
the majority of the people from participation. In this respect, both con- 
cepts, that of civil society and that of “the people,” were not so much 
principles of mediation between state and society as principles of self- 
organization of society without mediations and without the state, princi- 
ples of direct communitarian democracy with strong affinities with 
Christian anarchism.™ 

While incorporating some aspects of the concept of civil society, the 
concept of “the people” maintains an ambiguous tension with traditional 
conceptions of civil society. As Rubem César Fernandes has pointed 
out, 
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The movement for the construction of civil society turns highly ambiguous since, 
while being oriented towards the defense of the autonomy of the individual (and 
of groups of individuals associated freely), it maintains at the same time the idea 
of a collective social identity, which encompasses society as a whole. In Brazil, 
this entity is called “the people,” in Poland “the nation.’ 


In both cases the church assumed a central role of symbolic representa- 
tion, as the nation’s keeper in the case of Poland, and as “the people of 
God” in the case of Brazil. 

This ambiguous tension became manifest throughout Brazil’s transi- 
tion. Nobody can question the crucial role of the Brazilian church in the 
process of democratization. When both civil society and political society 
were silenced and repressed, the church became their voice and assumed 
their defense. In their collective Pastoral Letter “I heard the Cry of My 
People” the bishops of the Northeast spoke as courageously as any 
prophet has ever done: 


Repression is increasingly needed to guarantee the functioning and security of 
the associated capitalist system. The legislature has no authority; urban and rural 
unions are forcefully depoliticized; the leaders are persecuted; censorship has 
gotten worse; workers, peasants and intellectuals are persecuted; priests and 
activists in the Christian churches suffer persecution. The regime has used various 
forms of imprisonment, torture, mutilations, and assassinations.*” 


São Paulo’s cardinal, Dom Paulo Evaristo Arns, became the spokes- 
man and leader of the national campaign for civil and human rights, 
and publicized worldwide the regime’s systematic use of torture.* The 
role of the CEBs in the emergence and growth of the new social move- 
ments has also been amply documented.*” 

But as the abertura proceeded and the electoral competition assumed 
a dynamic of its own, which the regime could no longer control even by 
constantly changing the rules of the electoral game, the church seemed to 
be distancing itself from the process. It is true that the church encouraged 
political participation, urged the people to vote, and publicized the differ- 
ent political options, trying to be neutral, while being accused of favoring 
the parties of the left, particularly the new Workers’ Party (PT). As in 
Spain, the decision to remain neutral and not to promote any Christian 
party was a constructive one. There was certainly pressure on the church 
from the Vatican to depoliticize, to leave politics to the politicians, and 
to concentrate on its pastoral duties. But besides that, there was the 
residual ambiguity of the “People's Church” toward the state, toward 
political society, and toward political elites which, while claiming to 
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represent the people, most likely would continue reproducing the mecha- 
nisms of exclusion. 


The Dilemmas of Catholic Democratization 


The successful transition to democracy and the ensuing institutionaliza- 
tion of political society lead per force to a relative privatization of Ca- 
tholicism. Everywhere, once the phase of consolidation of democracy 
begins, the church tends to withdraw from political society proper, leav- 
ing this realm to professional politicians. A dual dynamic seems to be at 
work, 

On the one hand, there are the unavoidable structural constraints 
imposed by the establishment of a liberal democratic political system 
and the concomitant institutionalization of a democratic political society 
with its characteristic elitist structures of mediation and representation. 
Everywhere, once the phase of consolidation begins, the political hour 
of a civil society, united in opposition to an authoritarian state, tends to 
come to an end. Even if the church wanted to resist this structural trend, 
it is unlikely that it would be able to maintain the highly prominent 
political role of the transitional phase. 

On the other hand, however, these structural trends have been rein- 
forced by the new policy directives coming from the Vatican and by the 
conservative project of “restoration” associated with the Papacy of Karol 
Wojtyła and led by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, the prefect of the Sacred 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. The pope's repeated warn- 
ings to priests and pastoral agents to concentrate on their pastoral duties, 
while leaving the political sphere to the laity; the censoring and suspen- 
sion of progressive theologians and clerics, from Spain to Brazil, from 
Germany to the United States; the attempt to coopt, temper, and spiritu- 
alize the discourse of liberation theology and the practices of the basic 
Christian communities; and, above all, the Vatican’s attempt to regain 
centralized control of the National Conference of Bishops through the 
nomination and appointment of conservative and moderate bishops—all 
these processes have worked in the direction of the privatization of Ca- 
tholicism.” 

Furthermore, unlike Spanish or Polish Catholicism, which face no 
serious religious competition, Brazilian Catholicism is forced to confront 
the religious competition coming from evangelical Protestantism as well 
as from Afro-Brazilian religions. During the last thirty years Protestant- 
ism, particularly the Pentecostal churches, has continued its steady 
expansion in Brazil and has become indigenous and self-reproducing to 
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such an extent that nowadays it needs to rely less than Catholicism on 
religious personnel from abroad.”! Similarly, Afro-Brazilian religions, 
particularly Umbanda, and spiritism, particularly Kardecism, have con- 
tinued growing and ever larger sectors of the nominally Catholic popula- 
tion participate simultaneously in Catholic, Afro-Brazilian, and spiritist 
religious practices. Much of the competition, moreover, is centered 
around the same religious clientele, the large rural and urban marginal 
sectors of the Brazilian population. Thus, in addition to the pressures 
coming from the institutionalization of political society and from the 
Vatican, the very dynamics of religious competition impel the Brazilian 
church to concentrate on its pastoral role.?? 

Vatican pressure and the open support given to the more moderate 
and conservative sectors of the hierarchy through episcopal nominations 
and appointments have, temporarily at least, silenced the more progres- 
sive sectors of Brazilian Catholicism.” Ironically, in his trip to Brazil in 
October 1991, the pope expressed public support for agrarian reform, 
apparently trying to legitimate once again the church’s public involve- 
ment in social and political issues,* But the papal voice found little 
public resonance. 

Today, the Catholic church in Brazil can no longer be a state church, 
nor can Catholicism any longer claim to be the national faith. Addition- 
ally, given the constraints of raison d'église and the organizational imper- 
atives of the church in the modern world, one cannot expect the Catholic 
church to support one party or one partisan option in Brazilian political 
society.” Nor can the self-designation of the church as “A Igreja do 
Povo” or its “preferential option for the poor” still have the connotation 
it received in the first phases of liberation theology, when its discourse 
was informed by the traditional populist rhetoric of “people” versus 
“oligarchy” and by the Marxist vision of the impending class struggle. 
Ironically, large sectors of the Brazilian poor are showing a preference 
for “evangelical” Protestantism while large sectors of the middle classes 
have become estranged from the “populist” church. But given the politi- 
cal and economic realities of the Brazilian democratic order, it is unlikely 
that the Brazilian church will withdraw permanently to the privatized 
sphere of the spiritual care of souls, Despite universal suffrage and the 
legal obligation to vote, half of Brazil’s adult population can be charac- 
terized at best as second-class citizens, barely able to eke out a meager 
subsistence at the margins of the Brazilian economy. The church can still 
be or may again become “the voice of the voiceless,” of those whose 
views and interests do not find institutional representation in Brazilian 
political society. 


6 Evangelical Protestantism: From 
Civil Religion to Fundamentalist 
Sect to New Christian Right 


The public reemergence of Protestant fundamentalism as a social move- 
ment in the 1980s raises three fundamental questions for sociological 
analysis. The first question, why here and not elsewhere? derives from 
the fact that among advanced Western industrial societies only in the 
United States has there appeared a religious fundamentalist movement 
of societal importance.? The second question, why now? derives from 
the fact that from the 1930s to the 1970s the fundamentalist wing of 
evangelical Protestantism had been a relatively pietistic, withdrawn, and 
virtually ignored sector of American Protestantism. Finally, what are the 
possible implications and consequences of the unexpected entrance of 
religious fundamentalism into the public sphere of a modern society? 


The First Disestablishment: The Secularization of the State 


The “exceptionalism” of the American fundamentalist phenomenon 
needs to be viewed in terms of the historically peculiar process of secular- 
ization in Ámerica. From independence to the present, American Protes- 
tantism has gone through three consecutive processes of disestablish- 
ment. The first disestablishment, the constitutional one, constructed the 
still disputed “wall of separation” between the Protestant churches and 
the American state. This disestablishment brought about the separation 
of the state from ecclesiastical institutions and the dissociation of the 
political community of citizens from any religious community. But the 
secularization of the state did not bring in its wake either the decline or 
the privatization of religion. On the contrary, as is widely recognized 
today, the constitutional protection of the free exercise of religion created 
the structural framework for the emergence and the unprecedented 
expansion of what Martin Marty has called “the crazy quilt of Protestant 
denominationalism.” At a time when continental European Christianity 
was mostly retreating, unable to withstand the waves of industrial, politi- 
cal, and cultural revolution, American Christianity was “awash in a sea 
of faith.” Evangelical revivalism became the organizational principle and 
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the common denominator of all the religious groups competing in the 
Protestant denominational religious system. By the 1830s, evangelical 
Protestantism had become established de facto as the American civil 
religion, that is, as the public religion of American civil society. The 
homogenization of the main Protestant denominations made possible the 
launching of a transdenominational evangelical crusade to “‘Christian- 
ize” the people, the social order, and the republic.” 

Given this historical development, the principle of religious liberty 
enshrined first in the Virginia Statute on Religious Liberty and then in 
the First Amendment becomes even more remarkable. The establishment 
of any particular church at the national level was certainly precluded by 
the territorial distribution and the relatively equal strength of the three 
colonial churches at the time of independence: Congregational, Presbyte- 
rian, and Anglican. But either multiple religious establishments or the 
establishment of a generalized Christian (i.e., Protestant) religion could 
have been an outcome had it not been for the active collaboration of 
Jefferson, Madison, and dissenting Baptists in Virginia. This ‘‘Jeffer- 
sonian moment,” bringing together republican deism and radical-pietist 
sectarian Protestantism, was both fragile and brief.? But it was able to 
create a revolutionary constitutional reality which, thanks to the progres- 
sive sacralization of the Constitution, was able to withstand the wide 
gap between the pays constitutionel and the pays real, as well as the 
repeated Protestant crusades to put God or Christ in the Constitution, 
to define America as a Christian nation, and to protect Christianity as 
the common law of the land. Some New England states maintained their 
established Congregational churches for several decades, and despite ar- 
ticle 6, section 3, of the Constitution, most state constitutions maintained 
for even longer periods of time clauses disqualifying non-Protestants, 
non-Christians, or atheists from public office.4 

It is true that the religious factor has been an important ingredient of 
American politics from the very origins of the American party system.° 
But properly speaking, public religion in America has not functioned at 
the level of mobilized political society. Even though the fusion between 
party and denominational allegiance has generally been important, the 
American party system was not organized along strict denominational 
or secular-religious cleavages, as was the case in many European coun- 
tries. If, as Tocqueville said, “religion in America . . . must be regarded 
as the first of their political institutions,”* this is due to the role which 
religion played in the public sphere of civil society. The established minis- 
try of the New England Standing Order could not prevent the election 
of Jefferson to the presidency, much less the rise of Jacksonian democ- 
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racy, but its nativist attacks against deism, infidelity, and foreign revolu- 
tionary conspiracies along with the revivalist enthusiasm of the Second 
Great Awakening were effective in derailing the American Enlightenment 
and in Christianizing post factum the republic.” 

The democratization of the aristocratic republic and the democratiza- 
tion of Christianity went hand in hand and had similar effects upon 
political and religious culture.? Andrew Jackson, though a strict separa- 
tionist, was the first “evangelical” president. Evangelical Protestantism 
soon attained hegemonic control over the public discourse of American 
civil society. Except for the Unitarian liberalism of Harvard, a new syn- 
thesis of Calvinist faith, Scottish commonsense realism, and the evangeli- 
cal religion of the heart became entrenched in one Protestant college 
after another and maintained its cultural hegemony over the “life of the 
mind” until the last quarter of the nineteenth century.? This cultural 
hegemony was not restricted to the culture of the elite. Through the 
public school, the common school, and the Sunday school movements, 
it encompassed the entire public realm of education and religious instruc- 
tion, and it extended to the mass media and to societies and movements 
for moral and social reform. Indeed, evangelical societies established the 
framework for all forms of American voluntary societies and evangelical 
revivalism became the cradle of American social movements. !° 


The Second Disestablishment: The Secularization of the 
Life of the Mind and the First Mobilization of 
Protestant Fundamentalism 


The “second disestablishment” cannot be traced back to one single event 
or to a series of events, but the final outcome is clear: the secularization 
of American higher education and the loss of Protestant cultural hegem- 
ony over the public sphere of American civil society. For two important 
reasons, however, one could choose the Civil War as the initial milestone 
in the process. Civil war and reconstruction created the structural condi- 
tions for the rapid process of capitalist industrialization and urbanization 
that radically and irrevocably altered antebellum American society. 
The new industrial society needed new institutions of higher learning. 
The traditional Protestant colleges and universities shed or marginalized 
their divinity schools, their original nuclei, as they entered upon the 
modern process of academic and scientific specialization. The opening 
up of public lands for state land-grant colleges speeded up the process. 
The natural sciences, particularly Darwinism, the newly emerging social 
sciences, and the cultural-historical sciences with their new epistemolo- 
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gies and critical methods of interpretation presented explanations of na- 
ture, society, and human culture that were often in conflict with estab- 
lished Protestant worldviews.!? 

The new urban, industrial America was no longer shaped predomi- 
nantly by Protestantism. Finding the new city a largely foreign, unregen- 
erate, and dangerous environment, evangelical Protestantism never tried 
very hard to conquer it.'? Undoubtedly, evangelical Protestantism 
learned to adapt to the new environment and to prosper in it, as did 
most other privatized forms of religion. But for the most part, urban 
revivalism no longer tried to Christianize the new urban environment, 
contenting itself with saving souls from it. When the liberal wing of 
evangelical Protestantism, the Social Gospel movement, tried to “Chris- 
tianize the social order,” it soon realized that it would have to compete 
not only with sinful resistance but with secular and non-Protestant move- 
ments and organizations.!? The masses of newly arrived non-Protestant 
immigrants could no longer be assimilated on Protestant terms.!* More- 
over, the split of Protestantism into what Martin Marty has called “a 
two-party system” made any attempt at Protestant cultural hegemony 
impossible. Actually, the split was a double one. There was, first, the 
ideological-theological split between public liberal Protestantism, which 
was becoming less and less evangelical, and private conservative evangel- 
ical Protestantism. But second, within evangelical Protestantism, there 
was the internal racial cleavage between white and black denominations. 
Attempts at Protestant cultural hegemony in urban America became fu- 
tile. Even in those rare cases in which Protestants became a majority, 
ideological and racial cleavages made Protestant hegemony unfeasible.'° 

The second important reason why the Civil War marks a turning 
point in the second disestablishment is precisely because it anticipates 
this dual internal cleavage within American Protestantism. In the South, 
the crucibles of religion and race, which have always been the key factors 
in American “exceptionalism,” were fused together inextricably.*? More 
firmly than anywhere else, evangelical Protestantism became the uncon- 
tested civil religion of the South. At the time of the Civil War, the South 
was 90 percent Protestant. Furthermore, southern Protestantism was 90 
percent Baptist and Methodist. Paradoxically, defeat in the Civil War 
allowed white southern evangelical Protestantism to remain the estab- 
lished civil religion of the South until the recent “third disestablish- 
ment.” 7 

American Protestantism has always had to live with the tension that 
has resulted from the various attempts to integrate its four primary com- 
ponents. New England Puritan Calvinism contributed the political estab- 
lishmentarian theology of the covenant and the postmillennial impulse 
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to transform the world and to realize God’s kingdom. At the opposite 
pole, there was the dissenting, separatist Baptist tradition, a tradition 
which could either turn in an antinomian, radical sectarian, and anties- 
tablishmentarian direction or, when trying to avoid any entanglement 
with the world, withdraw into privatized, pietist religion. Scottish Pres- 
byterianism and its transformation into Princeton theology contributed 
the impulse toward intellectual rationalization and Reformed theological 
orthodoxy, at times in creative dialogue, at times in militant opposition 
to the thought of the age. Finally, there was the evangelical, pragmatist, 
individualist, perfectionist, and universalist contribution of Methodism 
to American Protestantism. With its disregard for theological specula- 
tion, its universal calling to holiness, its Arminian optimist faith in the 
spiritual abilities of ordinary people, its quantitative criteria of pastoral 
success, its impulse toward the rationalization of revival techniques, and 
its drive toward ecclesiastical bureaucratic centralization, Methodism 
blended best with life on the frontier and with the spirit of the age.** 

Serious theological differences, which had already begun to emerge in 
the 1830s, led to formal organizational splits between the northern and 
southern branches of the three main evangelical denominations (Method- 
ist, Baptist, and Presbyterian). As southern evangelicalism progressively 
repressed its original impulse to condemn the “evil” institution of slav- 
ery, accommodated itself resignedly to worldly realities, and finally 
learned to lend Christian justification to the system of slavery, it also lost 
the impulse to transform the world and became ever more otherworldly, 
concentrating on the all-important business of saving white and black 
souls. Burdened by “bad faith,” southern evangelicalism never mani- 
fested as unequivocally as its northern counterpart a postmillennial faith 
in progress.!? 

Defeat and victory in the Civil War only reinforced the divergent 
trends. Old time religion in the South became even more suspicious of 
worldly entanglements, finding theological justification for such a posi- 
tion in the tradition of strict Baptist separation of church and state. 
Victorious Yankee Protestantism, by contrast, became ever more com- 
mitted to the postmillennial faith in the progressive realization of the 
millennium and in the manifest destiny of Christian America. As the 
second disestablishment proceeded apace, however, the conservative 
wing of northern evangelical Protestantism began to waver and to lose 
faith in urban, industrial America. The turnaround from postmillenni- 
alism to premillennialism and from social reform to rescue mission, 
which is noticeable in urban revivalism from Charles Grandison Finney 
to Dwight L. Moody, is the best indication of a transformation that 
prepared the ground for the emergence of fundamentalism.”° 
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In his first inaugural address in 1829, President Andrew Jackson had 
stated his ““belief” that 


man can become more and more endowed with divinity; and as he does he 
becomes more God-like in his character and capable of governing himself. Let 
us go on elevating our people, perfecting our institutions, until democracy shall 
reach such a point of perfection that we can acclaim with truth that the voice 
of the people is the voice of God.?! 


The source and emphasis of Finney’s “perfectionist” revivalist preachings 
may have been different, but he evinced a similar postmillennial opti- 
mism when in 1835 he prophesied that “the millennium can come in 
three years” if Americans “do their duty.” With the help of the Holy 
Spirit, human effort could pave the way for “the creation of a new 
heaven and a new earth.” When William Miller, leader and founder of 
the premillennial Adventists, predicted that the end of an increasingly 
corrupt world would come in 1843, Finney retorted that revival successes 
were “evidences” that “the world is not growing worse but better.” ?? 

Dwight L. Moody, Finney’s great successor as a midwestern urban 
revivalist, manifested a typical disinterest in theological speculation, ra- 
tionalized even further the well-proven revivalist techniques, imparted 
Victorian middle-class respectability upon urban revivalism, and pio- 
neered the organization of independent evangelical “empires.” But he 
also preached the “‘infallibility” of the Bible and gave paradigmatic ex- 
pression to the new otherworldly, premillennial impulse in the famous 
passage from his sermon “The Second Coming of Christ”: “I look upon 
this world as a wrecked vessel. God has given me a lifeboat and said to 
me, ‘Moody, save all you can.’ ” In a later sermon he added that “a line 
should be drawn between the church and the world, and every Christian 
should get both feet out of the world.” > 

Looking at urban America from the vantage point of his Illinois Street 
Church in Chicago, Moody no longer saw “a City upon the Hill” but 
Sodom. George Marsden calls Moody the “progenitor of fundamental- 
ism,” because in Moody he already finds anticipated the three main 
doctrinal components that will come together in the religious fundamen- 
talist movement of the 1920s: Darby’s dispensational premillennialism, 
Keswick holiness teachings, and Princeton’s Reformed orthodox empha- 
sis on “sola Scriptura.” 24 

Protestant fundamentalism emerged at the turn of the century as a 
modern antimodernist reaction against the “second disestablishment”: 
against the disestablishment of evangelicalism from the emerging liberal 
Protestant main-line churches, against the disestablishment of Protestant- 
ism from American education, and against the disestablishment of the 
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Protestant ethic from American public life. Militant fundamentalism 
fought its battles on three fronts: against the liberal-modernist heresies 
within the northern evangelical denominations, against the teaching of 
Darwinism in the public schools, and against “rum and Romanism” in 
urban Ámerica. 

The inerrancy of the Bible had been a traditional, taken-for-granted 
belief for most Protestants, who had always relied on Scripture as the 
foundation for the central Protestant doctrine of “sola Fide.” But like 
the “infallibility” of the pope, the “infallibility” of Scripture was turned 
into a fundamentalist dogma only when Scripture was challenged by 
modern trends and ideas. Above all, the new methods of “higher biblical 
criticism” threatened to undermine the foundation upon which anti- 
traditional, antitheological American evangelical Protestantism had been 
built. Higher criticism had placed “hermeneutics” at the center of the 
theological enterprise, and in the process it had challenged both the 
central tenet of orthodox Reformed faith in the “return to Scripture” 
and the naive, historyless illusion, best exemplified by the Disciples of 
Christ, that evangelical Protestantism was a faithful return to the original 
primitive church. By rejecting mediating traditions, American Protestant- 
ism had tried to skip all the intermediate centuries of ecclesiastical cor- 
ruption and confounding scholastic interpretations.” 

Behind evangelical ““primitivism” one can find the populist, anti- 
intellectualist, commonsensical rejection of learned church doctors and 
the romantic-pietist and pragmatic predilection of experiential proof 
over reasoned knowledge. Paradoxically, however, with the incorpora- 
tion of dispensational premillennialism into fundamentalism what tri- 
umphed was neither an orthodox traditionalist nor the commonsensical, 
literal reading of the Bible, but a relatively new, esoteric, yet popular 
school of interpretation which understood Scripture as a text full of 
hidden meanings and of scientific and historical facts, (past, present, 
and future), whose revelation was open to ordinary people initiated in 
“millennial arithmetic.” In time, after fundamentalism had become a 
sectarian subculture, separate not only from main-line liberal Protestant- 
ism but also from the wide world of conservative evangelicalism, not 
“the fundamentals” of the faith, which were shared by most conservative 
Protestants, but dispensationalism became the most visible badge of fun- 
damentalism.?* 

But in the 1920s, it was around the defense of the principle of “sola 
Scriptura” that premillennialists and orthodox Reformed theologians 
could unite into a fundamentalist front against liberal, modernist heres- 
ies. The particular “fundamentals,” chosen rather arbitrarily, were not 
as important as the fact of proclaiming some “fundamentalist” tenet, 
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some taboo boundary which could not be trespassed. The publication 
of The Fundamentals (1910-15) had the same purpose as the pope's 
condemnation of the modernist heresy (1907). Conservative theologians 
were trying to arrest the modernist impulse of their liberal colleagues to 
adapt to the modern, secular world, or, as liberals would say in their 
own modernist theological language, to assume faithfully the historicist 
task of incarnating eternal, universal Christian truths ever anew in partic- 
ular, historically changing forms.?” Devoid of the pope’s hierarchic au- 
thority and without means of doctrinal enforcement, the twelve-volume 
publication could not have the same effect as the papal proclamation. 
Religious and secular literati for the most part ignored it, but the free 
distribution of 3 million copies gave a name and a communications 
infrastructure to the emerging movement. 

The theological] “fundamentalist controversy” of the 1920s took place 
primarily within the northern Presbyterian and Baptist denominations 
in major urban centers (New York, Philadelphia, Chicago).”* Therefore, 
it was not a conflict between rural and urban, southern and northern 
America, but a conflict within urban northern Protestantism over what 
Richard Niebuhr called the relation of “Christ and Culture.”*? Beneath 
the theological debate there was the basic question whether American 
Protestantism should accept graciously and embrace, or rather reject 
and oppose, its disestablishment from modern, urban, secular America. 
Marsden indicates that for those evangelicals who for whatever ideal or 
material reasons could no longer feel at home in modern America, “the 
experience of displacement was especially traumatic.”3 

But before retreating to their self-imposed religious and cultural 
ghetto, fundamentalist leaders tried to mobilize behind their banner 
widespread popular sentiments against Darwinism by turning the contro- 
versy over evolutionism into a direct confrontation between Protestant 
supernaturalist faith and modern naturalist science. Originally, the fund- 
amentalist and evolutionist controversies had been separate. Militant 
premillennialists were the ones, according to Marsden, who eagerly em- 
braced the antievolutionist crusade and tried to use it to expand the 
fundamentalist movement, In William J. Bryan they found an eager 
leader of a populist crusade to pit the Bible and the popular faith of 
ordinary Protestant Americans (““the Rock of Ages”) against Darwin and 
the idle speculations of Godless intellectuals (“the age of the rocks”). In 
the South and in rural and small-town America they found a constituency 
ready to be mobilized for the crusade to ban the teaching of evolution 
from public schools. 

Ultimately, the attempt to put evolutionism and modern science on 
trial backfired. The movement could pass antievolutionist laws in a few 
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southern and border states. lt could win the Scopes trial in Tennessee. 
But it lost the broader public and the larger battle. Marsden writes, “In 
the trial by public opinion and the press, it was clear that the twentieth 
century, the cities, and the universities had won a resounding victory, 
and that the country, the South, and the fundamentalists were guilty as 
charged.”! Following the trial, the fundamentalist movement collapsed 
and, once banished from public view, most intellectuals assumed that it 
had been relegated to the dustbin of history. A theology which could 
trace its immediate origins to Princeton and which had spokesmen as 
distinguished as Machen J. Gresham now became associated with red- 
necks, with hillbillies, and, in the words of H. L. Mencken, with the 
“gaping primates of the upland valleys.”*? Along with Pentecostalism 
and other evangelical sects, fundamentalism became the religion of the 
disinherited.?* 

The discredit suffered by the fundamentalists served to enhance the 
public respectability of their religious antagonists. Liberal Protestants 
and their churches now became ““main-line.”** But above all, the dis- 
credit served to confirm liberal intellectuals in their secular prejudices. 
For many intellectuals, not only fundamentalism but Christianity and 
religion were put on trial in Dayton, Tennessee, and found guilty by 
association. Mencken defined Christendom as “that part of the world in 
which, if any man stands up in public and solemnly swears that he is a 
Christian, all his auditors will laugh.”35 The “monkey trial” brought out 
into the open a reality that had already been painfully clear to Protestant 
leaders in the aftermath of World War I. The failure of the interchurch 
campaign had marked the “loss of innocence” and the “moment of truth 
for Protestant America.”** Evangelical Protestantism had ceased being 
the public civil religion of American society. 

Nothing illustrates this better, perhaps, than the failure of Protestant- 
ism to react to the Great Depression. No public voices were heard, and 
there was no religious revival. Along with the economy, religion was 
undergoing its own “depression.”*” After the war, both religion and the 
economy underwent a typical cyclical revival, and the “Christianization” 
of the American people continued apace, but the character of Christian- 
ity had changed. Religion had become increasingly privatized, and Prot- 
estantism had become just another denomination. The Protestant 
churches and other denominations could, and often did, still enter the 
public sphere. But they were no longer established there. They had to 
compete not only among themselves but, most important, with secular 
rivals. The “Methodist Age” and the “Protestant Era” had come to an 
end,** 


But for a few more decades one element from this era survived the 


144 Chapter 6 


disestablishment of Protestantism from the cognitive sphere and from 
public opinion. The most endearing and enduring inheritance from Puri- 
tanism, the Protestant ethic, continued to dominate public morality, the 
American way of life, and, one could add, “the American self.”*? Evan- 
gelical Protestantism not only had democratized Calvinist thought but 
also had democratized its culture of self-control, industriousness, and 
the renunciation of pleasure. ““Temperance,” the most ancient of virtues, 
defined as “habitual moderation in the indulgence of the appetites and 
passions,” had always been one of the four Christian “cardinal virtues” 
along with prudence, justice, and fortitude. Puritan asceticism made it 
into the cardinal virtue. 

As part of its nativist campaign, the New England federalist clergy 
was fond of founding “benevolent” societies with such names as the 
Connecticut Society for the Suppression of Vice and the Promotion of 
Good Morals and the Massachusetts Society for the Suppression of In- 
temperance. Soon these societies became national and transdenomina- 
tional.*° The pattern traced by Joseph Gusfield in the temperance move- 
ment reappears in other single-issue movements.*! As part of its mission 
to Christianize and civilize “the common man,” the New England clergy 
established the American Temperance Society (1826) to promote moder- 
ation in drinking. Evangelical revivalism radicalized this impulse and 
turned it into an ascetic movement of inner self-control. Temperance 
turned into total abstinence and became the moral badge of evangelical 
Christians. Of all the sins of the flesh and of all the moral vices, intemper- 
ance became the most visible mark of the unregenerate, of “‘the other.” 
And there could be no greater sign of depravity than the profanation of 
the Puritan Sabbath. It was to be expected that Catholics and Jews would 
fall into the category of “the other.” But even industrious German Lu- 
therans could not be admitted into the family of evangelical Christians as 
long as they continued to enjoy their beer and their Sunday celebrations. 

Faced with the obstinate external resistance of the unregenerate to 
mend their ways, the temperance movement turned into “prohibition” 
and sought to ban the immoral conduct of drinking through coercive 
legislation. Prohibition was the last of the pan-Protestant crusades that 
was able to mobilize religious and secular, conservative and progressive, 
fundamentalist and modernist, rural and urban Protestants in defense of 
the American way of life. It was not so much the threat of loss of status, 
as the threat of disestablishment and loss of hegemony, that made this 
crusade so symbolic. For the last time in history, the Protestant pietist 
Republican coalition came victoriously together in the 1928 presidential 
campaign against the Catholic “liturgical” Democratic coalition.” 
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The New Deal consolidated the immigrant, Democratic coalition. But 
paradoxically, despite repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment, it also con- 
solidated, at least temporarily, the Protestant ethic. The welfare state, 
World War Il, and the post-World War II economic boom made possi- 
ble the rapid assimilation of the non-Protestant immigrant population 
into “the American way of life.” As Will Herberg has pointed out, by 
the mid-1950s, Protestant-Catholic-Jew had become the three denomina- 
tional forms of a new American civil religion that had the Protestant 
ethic and faith in America’s millennial role as its moral and doctrinal 
core. The election of a Catholic president and the inaugural address of 
that president, John F. Kennedy, were viewed as confirmation of the 
thesis.* But the celebration of the new national consensus did not last 
very long. The welfare state and consumer capitalism fed “the cultural 
contradictions” which undermined the Protestant ethic irrevocably.** By 
the mid-1960s there were numerous indications that a “third disestab- 
lishment,” the disestablishment of Protestantism from the American way 
of life, was under way. From now on, “the American way of life” would 
be characterized by the plurality of ways of life, by what could be called 
moral denominationalism. The disestablishment of the Protestant ethic 
brought about the secularization of public morality and the emergence 
of a pluralistic system of norms and forms of life. From the first to the 
third disestablishment, the interpretation of the First Amendment was 
progressively extended from the constitutional protection of the “free 
exercise of religion”; to freedom of inquiry, thought, and speech; to 
freedom of conduct. 


The Third Disestablishment: The Secularization of the Lifeworld 
and the Second Mobilization of Protestant Fundamentalism 


Considering the amount of journalistic and social-scientific commentary 
it has provoked, one could perhaps concur with Jeffrey K. Hadden's 
claim that Protestant fundamentalism “is destined to become the major 
social movement in America during the last quarter of the twentieth 
century.” But one should not discount the opposite claims of those who 
either question the very newness of the New Christian Right or have 
implied that, if not perhaps fully an invention of the mass media, cer- 
tainly the strength and significance, actual and potential, of the New 
Christian Right has been blown out of proportion by friend and foe 
alike.* 

Of the various theoretical-analytical models for the study of social 
movements, the ““resource mobilization” perspective can best both recon- 
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cile these seemingly contradictory claims and explain how the infrastruc- 
tural resources of Protestant fundamentalism could be organized so 
quickly and unexpectedly into a full-fledged social movement.** A sum- 
mary account could run as follows. What started at the turn of the 
century as a movement within the organizational network of the transde- 
nominational revivalist sector of northern Protestantism soon turned into 
a bureaucratic insurgency aiming to take over the organization of several 
denominations. Unmasked by Harry E. Fosdick’s sermon “Shall the Fun- 
damentalists Win?” they failed in their coup d’etat, lost the confrontation 
with the modernists, and either seceded or were forced out of the denom- 
inations. Thus began the fundamentalist “long march.” 

A few fundamentalist sects survived as scattered islands under siege 
in the sea of urban liberal Protestantism. Most of them retreated to 
rural and southern areas, where they could create their own separatist 
archipelagoes or swim almost unnoticed in the sea of conservative evan- 
gelical Protestantism. The leaders concentrated on the task of expanding 
the network of Bible conferences, Bible colleges and institutes, Bible 
publishing houses, and evangelical empires. A few firebrands, like Carl 
McIntire and Billy James Hargis, ventured into the world of Cold War 
politics, but few of the rank and file followed them. Most evangelical 
entrepreneurs concentrated on their old line of business, the saving of 
souls at home and the establishing of missions abroad, while waiting for 
the Second Coming. Recurrent schisms and strict separatism from apos- 
tate evangelicals and from the world became successful product differen- 
tiation strategies and marketing techniques. Rigidly doctrinaire, funda- 
mentalists nonetheless continued the old evangelical tradition of pastoral 
pragmatism. Always searching for innovation and the constant rational- 
ization of revivalist techniques, they were among the first to recognize 
and exploit the potential of televangelism. Soon they gained a virtual 
monopoly of the religious airwaves and became experts in the latest 
fund-raising techniques. As in the case of the Catholics a century before, 
the establishment of Christian schools, which had seemed at first a purely 
defensive reaction against their béte noire, secular humanism, soon 
turned into a bonanza. The congregational, educational, and recrea- 
tional evangelical lifeworld became increasingly self-sufficient and self- 
reproducing. Indeed, while other sectors in the religious industry seemed 
to be headed for long-term decline, the evangelical sector and, particu- 
larly, the fundamentalist wing continued experiencing uninterrupted 
growth.” 

By the mid-1970s, business was booming. After a long hiatus, the 
United States once again had an evangelical president, and 1976 became 
“the year of the evangelical.” Having been alerted by the Catholic 
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church's organization of the right-to-life movement, issue entrepreneurs 
and professional organizers from the New Right (Paul Weyrich, Richard 
Viguerie, and Howard Phillips) saw a golden opportunity to carry out 
the long-awaited conservative revolution and grand party realignment 
through the mobilization of a transdenominational religious right.* 
While trying out issues and moral concerns with which to coopt this 
balky “conscience constituency” and its untapped infrastructural re- 
sources, these men concentrated on their forte. As Paul Weyrich said: 
“Organization is our bag. We preach and teach nothing but organiza- 
tion.”* Through the intermediation of Edward McAteer and Robert 
Billings, they gained access to the fundamentalist world. Evangelical 
preachers soon became their best pupils. 

By 1979 the three key social movement organizations (SMOs) of the 
New Christian Right (the Moral Majority, Christian Voice, and the Reli- 
gious Roundtable) were in place. The cooptation of Jerry Falwell as 
president and founder of Moral Majority, Inc., in June 1979 was the 
key to the entire venture. In one month Moral Majority had raised $1 
million, one-third of the projected first-year budget. Six months later, 
polls indicated that 40 percent of Americans, close to 80 percent in the 
South and Southwest, had heard of the Moral Majority, although most 
did not like what they had heard. In one year the organization claimed 
to have three hundred thousand members, including seventy thousand 
ministers. The impact of the New Christian Right in the 1980 and in 
posterior elections is still being debated. But clearly the movement, if 
not driving the Reagan revolution, as some of the leaders claimed, was 
at least riding on its coattails. In 1987, one year before Reagan’s depar- 
ture from the White House, Falwell abandoned politics to rededicate 
himself full time to the management of his gospel conglomerate, which 
was then experiencing a fall in revenues. But Falwell’s departure only 
precipitated the fall of a movement whose decay analysts had previously 
noticed. 

While the resource mobilization perspective can offer a plausible ac- 
count of how movements get organized and how they grow and decay, 
the perspective, particularly its “organizational tributary,” is less helpful 
in explaining why people would want to start a movement in the first 
place.*% The grievances and motives that move people to collective ac- 
tion, the will to power, the desire for recognition and inclusion—these 
the theory considers to be constant and, as such, they can be taken for 
granted. When in short supply, moreover, they can easily be manufac- 
tured from above. Apparently, only the lack of environmental opportuni- 
ties, the scarcity of resources, and deficits in organizational technologies 
stop people from getting organized. Overreacting to the emphasis older 
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theories had placed on grievances, relative deprivation, and beliefs in 
explaining the rise of social movements, the resource mobilization per- 
spective prefers either to ignore them or to view them simply as resources 
waiting to be organized. 

But fundamentalist separatists present an interesting quandary for the 
theory. Why would people who have obviously mastered the organiza- 
tional techniques and have marshaled plenty of resources in the evangeli- 
cal line of business prefer to stay out of the mobilizational game? To 
argue that for fifty years the fundamentalists had been patiently building 
the infrastructure waiting for the right moment to strike seems a bit 
contrived. Additionally, there is not much evidence that the rate of profit 
in the old line of business was falling, forcing the televangelists to look 
for new business opportunities elsewhere or, inversely, that success en- 
couraged them to expand and diversify. Breaking the most fundamental 
of fundamentalist rules, strict separation, would expose one to the accu- 
sations of apostasy and compromise. In the fiercely competitive tele- 
vangelist market such an accusation could bankrupt even the most sol- 
vent of businesses. 

Once somebody has made the decision to organize, the role of outside, 
professional, social movement expertise becomes crucial. But first one 
has to explain the decision itself, the “change of mind and heart.” It is 
true that Republican political entrepreneurs had noticed the evangelical 
“conscience constituency” at least since the Eisenhower presidency. But 
the costs and the political risks of mobilization had seemed too high. 
Known for their stubborn independence, evangelicals preferred to stay 
aloof and go about their own business or, worse, they were too hot to 
handle. In a two-party system, their “bigotry” and “fanaticism” could 
easily become a political liability. When in 1976 Jerry Falwell, a proper 
and successful televangelist with impeccable fundamentalist credentials, 
began to organize “I love America” rallies in front of state capitols across 
the nation, New Right political entrepreneurs finally found somebody 
from the Religious Right with whom they could talk business. Falwell 
became the movement's key resource.*! 

There was only a minor problem. In 1965 Falwell had stated emphati- 
cally the reasons why a fundamentalist could not get involved in politics: 


We have few ties to this earth. We pay our taxes, cast our votes as a responsibility 
of citizenship, obey the laws of the land, and other things demanded of us by 
the society in which we live, But, at the same time, we are cognizant that our 
only purpose on this earth is to know Christ and to make Him known. . ... 
Believing in the Bible as I do, I would find it impossible to stop preaching the 
pure saving gospel of Jesus Christ and begin doing anything else—including 
fighting communism or participating in civil rights reforms.*? 


Evangelical Protestantism 149 


One could perhaps discount such talk as the convenient rhetorical 
criticism by white southern Baptists of black clergy activists, were it not 
for the fact that the statement was fully consistent with what fundamen- 
talists had been saying and doing for decades. lt served, moreover, to 
indict not only fellow evangelist Martin Luther King, Jr., but also fellow 
fundamentalist Carl McIntire. The fact is that upon entering public life 
a decade later, Falwell was forced to admit that Martin Luther King had 
been right, that he had changed his mind, that he now saw that his 
earlier interpretation of the inerrant Bible was wrong, that he had some 
ties to this earth after all, and that he had a Christian moral imperative 
to organize a movement fighting communism abroad and feminist and 
gay rights reforms at home. 

Naturally, there was no need for the political entrepreneurs to be 
overly concerned with Falwell's qualms of conscience. They could only 
welcome the fact that he had come to his senses and become their ally. 
From their organizational perspective, they needed to worry about only 
three things. First, Falwell himself had to feel comfortable with his own 
account and with his new identity so that he would put all his evangelical 
energies into the new mission. Second, to avoid becoming a general 
without an army, he would have to either find fellow fundamentalists 
who had gone through the same process of conversion or convince his 
fundamentalist constituency that, even though he had misled them be- 
fore, now they should believe him, have the same change of heart he 
had had—develop also a new identity—and follow him. And third, he 
would have to neutralize the rear guard attacks from fellow unconverted 
fundamentalists who would surely accuse him of treason while harangu- 
ing his troops to switch camps.” 

Unless resource mobilization theory prefers to adopt the perspective 
of professional organizers, who being interested primarily in results do 
not care much about what moves people to action, it will have to decide 
how to treat Falwell’s “change of mind and heart.”** Fundamentalist 
separatists present an interesting problem because they are not simply 
“free riders” or draft dodgers. They are conscientious objectors. More- 
over, to a much larger extent than was the case in the civil rights move- 
ment, the fundamentalist churches were not just an infrastructural re- 
source to be used by the organizers. The churches and their “conscience 
constituencies” were the movement. 

Confronted with Falwell’s conversion and that of his followers, one 
can do one of three things. One can disregard all subjective motives as 
irrelevant ““pre-texts.” One can impute some “real” motive or structural 
external force, hidden to the actor but known to the scientific observer. 
Or one can seriously take into account the actor’s definition of the situa- 
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tion. 1 assume that the choice one makes among these three alternatives 
will be determined to a large extent by prejudgments about how people 
act, by methodological presuppositions about the tasks and nature of 
social science, and by implicit theories of the present. 

For those who prefer the third alternative, the interpretive task is 
made easier by the fact that Jerry Falwell has published two accounts of 
himself, his motives, his goals, and the fundamentalist tradition to which 
he belongs. One of the texts, The Fundamentalist Phenomenon (1981), 
is a self-portrait of fundamentalism mainly for outsiders. It depicts fund- 
amentalists’ origins and history, their family tree, their beliefs, their cus- 
toms, their claims, their aims.** The other text, Listen, America! (1980), 
is the manifesto of the founder of the Moral Majority.** Like all manifes- 
tos, it derives its special texture from its strategic character. It is both a 
call to arms to potential supporters and a public warning to potential 
adversaries. While any manifesto may have some element of deceit built 
into it, if it is to be effective, the gap between the private and the public 
persona, and the gap between the authors’ true beliefs and worldview 
and the public messages sent to friends and adversaries, cannot be too 
wide. 

Listen America! is a straightforward presentation of the worldview, 
grievances, motives, intentions, and goals of Jerry Falwell and, one may 
assume, of the core of the movement he organized and led.” The book 
is divided into three distinct parts. Parts I and Il, about equal in size, 
form the bulk (90 percent) of the book and are directed at the public at 
large. Part IIl, “Priority-Revival in America,” is directed primarily at 
fellow evangelical Christians. 

Part I, “Liberty—Will We Keep It?” is a standard manifesto of the 
Old Right of the Grand Old Party advocating less government interven- 
tion in the economy, fewer taxes, larger defense budgets, the transfer of 
government functions to state and local governments, supply economics, 
and greater private initiative to take care of common societal needs and 
social problems, from education to welfare, from crime to unemploy- 
ment. Its familiar message is that uncontrolled government spending, 
runaway inflation, and a weakened defense posture against communism 
are threatening, as never before, America’s freedom. The 1980s are por- 
trayed as a “Decade of Destiny.” The threat of national catastrophe is 
imminent. But it is not too late to “turn America around.” The text 
is interspersed with quotations from Milton Friedman, William Simon, 
Margaret Thatcher, Edmund Burke, Benjamin Franklin, Henry Kis- 
singer, retired generals, the Book of Proverbs and other biblical texts, 
Readers’ Digest, and U.S. News & World Report. It tells the standard 
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historical reconstruction of a Puritan, Christian, Republican America, 
“One Nation under God,” and of America’s millennial role as the leader 
of “‘the free world.” Nothing in the first part of the book is of much 
help in trying to understand the emergence of the New Christian Right. 
But it can help to explain why the New Christian Right would join the 
Reagan revolution. 

Part Il, “Morality —The Deciding Factor,” can be viewed as the mani- 
festo of the New Christian Right. On the one hand, the structure of the 
text is typically evangelical. Revivalists have always been consummate 
practitioners of the Jeremiad, a style inherited from the Hebrew proph- 
ets, turned into an art form by the Puritans, later to become a standard 
rhetorical form of American public discourse.** Grievances are actually 
built into the fundamentalist worldview. One need not tell a fundamen- 
talist how bad things are. Fallen nature, a covenant broken beyond re- 
pair, an American nation forsaken by God and turned into Babylon, a 
world beyond redemption in this dispensation until the Second Com- 
ing—these are the very raisons d’étre of separatist fundamentalism. 
More startling, even threatening to their separate existence, is to find 
one of their own preachers telling them that fundamentalists could and 
should do something about how deplorable things are, that there is still 
time and hope for a national revival, and especially that they should join 
hands with other Americans, even with apostates, papists, and non- 
Christians, to remedy things and save America. 

Such a Jeremiad, which undoubtedly serves as the subtext, would 
probably not go very far in moving people, least of all fundamentalists, 
to action. But Falwell’s is not just a standard evangelical sermon. Falwell 
tries to show that something radically new has happened, that new his- 
torical developments are changing the external, taken-for-granted sinful 
world beyond retognition, that these external forces are encroaching 
upon the separate fundamentalist lifeworld, and that therefore funda- 
mentalists and the old silent majority, who would like to see their tradi- 
tional world defended or restored, should act jointly to reverse historical 
trends before it is too late. 

The style and tone of the text are not very different from that of a 
down-to-earth public moralist, informed by a conservative reading of 
Durkheimian sociology, who accumulates page after page of empirical 
data, taken from national newspapers, showing increasing rates of sui- 
cide, crime, drug abuse, divorce, teenage pregnancy, abortion, and the 
like, all proving that society is reaching intolerable levels of anomie, 
normlessness, and social disintegration. The subheadings indicate the 
primary “concerns” of the movement: the family, children’s rights, the 
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feminist movement, the right to life, homosexuality, television, pornogra- 
phy, education, rock music, drugs and alcohol. The “grievances” listed 
under each of the subheadings all have the same structure. 

1. First, they specify a concrete event or specific time period to which 
they trace the origins of the threatening change: 


In the past twenty years a tremendous change has taken place [in the structure 
of the family] (p. 121). 


For the past two decades psychologists have told parents not to spank their 
children (p. 140). 


The Equal Rights Amendment strikes at the foundation of our entire social 
structure. ... ERA came out of Congress on March 22, 1972 (pp. 151, 154). 


Experts estimate that between 5 million and 6 million babies have been murdered 
since January 22, 1973, when the U.S. Supreme Court, in a decision known as 
Roe v. Wade, granted women an absolute right to abortion on demand during 
the first two trimesters of pregnancy (p. 165). 


Not too many years ago the word “homosexual” was a word that represented 
the zenith of human indecency. . . . This is no longer true (p. 181). 


About 1955, Playboy magazine brought sex into American drugstores. . .. Today 
Playboy has approximately 100 competitors. The year 1969 was a watershed 
one because the courts. . . . The literature that was once underground began to 
surface (p. 199). 


Until about thirty years ago . . . Christian education and the precepts of the 
Bible still permeated the curriculum of the public schools (p. 205). 


Drug addiction was once confined to back alleys, to vacant lots, and to the inner 
city. Today from the posh offices of prestigious businessmen to the playgrounds 
of junior high schools, millions of Americans are taking drugs (p. 232). 


2. Next, the culprits are identified. They are always either organized 
minorities (secular humanists, feminists, gay rights activists) or some 
branch of the federal government (Supreme Court, Congress, Internal 
Revenue Service): 


Most Americans remain deeply committed to the idea of the family as a sacred 
institution. A minority of people in this country is trying to destroy what is most 
important to the majority (p. 122). 


Feminists are saying that self-satisfaction is more important than the family. .. . 
At the foundation of the women’s liberation movement there is a minority core 
of women (pp. 124, 150). 


Militant homosexuals march under a banner of “civil rights” or “human 
rights . . . ” demanding to be accepted as a legitimate minority (p. 183). 


Our government is trying to enact laws that I feel are contrary to the traditional 
American family (p. 130). 
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It is our government that has attacked the family’s role as a primary educator 
of children. The Internal Revenue Service is now seeking to control private and 
Christian schools. HEW has undertaken the redrafting of textbooks to purge 
traditional moral concepts. Court decisions have all but mandated the replace- 
ment of religion with secular humanism (p. 131). 


Prayer and Bible reading were taken out of the classroom by our U.S. Supreme 
Court. Our public school system is now permeated with humanism (p. 205). 


3. Next, Falwell's text points out the historical results and conse- 
quences of these organized attacks: on the one hand, relativism, the 
emergence of “the permissive society,” the abandonment of clear moral 
standards, and the proliferation of alternative life-styles, and, on the 
other hand, the penetration by federal bureaucracies of the traditional 
lifeworld: 


We are very quickly moving toward an amoral society where nothing is either 
absolutely right or absolutely wrong. Our absolutes are disappearing (p. 117). 


Sexual promiscuity has become the life style of America (p. 123). 


There is a movement for legislation that would deem homosexuals as “normal.” 
Homosexuality is now presented as an alternate life style (p. 181). 


The family-oriented programs [on television] are often telling you to accept 
divorce as a natural alternative, and to accept controversial life styles (p. 189). 


We are willing to accept what is abnormal as normal. . . . Readily available, 
pornography is subconsciously telling our children that this is acceptable. . . . 
The Court would not even prescribe methods to guide a community . . . the jury 
decided it could not agree on a standard of obscenity (pp.200-202). 


Students are told that there are no absolutes and that they are to develop their 
own value systems. Humanists believe that . . . moral values are relative, that 
ethics are situational (p. 206). 


Children are taught . . . that the traditional home is one alternative. Homosexual- 
ity is another. Decency is relative (p. 210). 


The Domestic Violence Prevention and Treatment Act could establish a federal 
bureaucracy to intervene in matters relating to husband and wife (p. 131). 


We reject public policies or judicial decisions that embody the children’s libera- 
tion philosophy: that children have rights separate from those of their family 
and/or parents (p. 135). 


Section 2 of the Equal Rights Amendment would mean federalizing vast powers 
that states now have (p. 157). 


Christian parents have found the need to remove their children from the pub- 
lic educational system and to begin educating them in Christian schools. .. . 
Christians simply want to educate their children in the way that they see 
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fit. . . . Recently the Internal Revenue Service has attacked Christian schools 
(pp. 218-210). 


4, Finally, the text states what the goals of the movement are: 


To provide leadership in establishing an effective coalition of morally active 
citizens who are (a) prolife, (b) profamily, (c) promoral, and (d) pro-American 
(p. 259). 


[We advocate the passage of family protection legislation which would] counter- 
act disruptive federal intervention into family life and encourage the restoration 
of family unity, parental authority, and a climate of traditional authority .. . 
and reinforce traditional husband-and-wife relationships (p. 136). 


We must stand against the Equal Rights Amendment, the feminist revolution, 
and the homosexual revolution (p. 19). 


It is the Christian school movement and the restoration of voluntary prayer in 
public schools that will provide the most important means of educating our 
children in the concepts of patriotism and morality (p. 223). 


Right living must be re-established as an American way of life. . . . The authority 
of Bible morality must once again be recognized as the legitimate guiding princi- 
ple of our nation (p. 265). 


The social-scientific student of social movements should not take the 
actor’s definition of the situation at face value. One should examine the 
definition to see whether it makes sense when tested against commonsen- 
sical, taken-for-granted, ordinary definitions and against established so- 
cial-scientific interpretations of the same reality.’ At first sight, at least, 
the actor’s definition in this case seems perfectly plausible. Looking at 
the series of antecedent events or environmental changes mentioned, one 
could perhaps argue about the relative significance of any of them and 
add some neglected ones like technological, economic, and demographic 
changes; one could surely debate the positive or negative meaning of 
those changes; but as a whole Falwell’s enumeration is consistent with 
standard historical and sociological accounts of the period. With respect 
to the culprits, one may detect in the fundamentalist account a certain 
paranoid or Manichaean style and a penchant for conspiracy theories. 
Without denying human agency or purposeful behavior, social scientists 
like to stress somewhat more complex, impersonal structural forces (in 
undermining traditional gender roles and family structures, for instance). 
Secular intellectuals may also have some difficulty identifying “secular 
humanism” as an organized social movement or as a collective actor. 
After all, those labeled “secular humanists” do not see themselves in such 
a role. But at least indirectly, the self-definition of the fundamentalist 
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mobilization as a countermobilization, that is, as a reaction to the threat 
posed by the mobilization of organized minorities, is fully consistent with 
standard explanations found in the resource mobilization literature. 
Besides, if one discounts the fact that fundamentalists tend to be blind 
to the threats that markets and their beloved free enterprise system pose 
to their traditional lifeworld,®! their identification of centralized state 
penetration as a threatening development is also consistent with estab- 
lished social-scientific explanations, even though in their grievances they 
tend to lump together processes of administrative colonization and pro- 
cesses of juridical penetration of the lifeworld. 

Their diagnosis of the present situation as one characterized by the 
increasing differentiation of morality and legality, by cultural and moral 
relativism, by multiplicities of forms of life, and by the crisis of founda- 
tionalism is also fully consistent with classical theories of cultural moder- 
nity and with more recent theories of postmodernity. It is also consistent 
with the thesis presented here, which from the long-range perspective of 
the relationship of Protestantism and American culture views this process 
as a third disestablishment, as the disestablishment of the Protestant 
ethic and the emergence of a legally protected pluralistic system of norms 
in the public sphere of American civil society. 

From this perspective, the political mobilization of Protestant funda- 
mentalism and its organization into the New Christian Right may be 
viewed as a typical reactive defensive movement to protect the separate 
fundamentalist lifeworld from external threats. Once again the actor’s 
definition of the situation is most emphatic: “Something had to be done 
now. The government was encroaching upon the sovereignty of both the 
church and the family.” To explain such a mobilization, one does not 
need to recur to any process of conversion. It was simply a matter of 
survival, and in such an emergency even fundamentalists can relax their 
doctrinal rigidity. 

When sovereignty (or its perception) is at stake, the transition from 
a reactive defense to a proactive offense is easy and almost imperceptible. 
The need to restore the status quo ante, to “return to moral sanity,” to 
reestablish the American way of life and the normal conditions under 
which fundamentalists may go back to their normal separate business of 
saving souls, also becomes easily understandable. The restorationist proj- 
ect in this case would still be only an attempt to conserve the traditional 
structures. To a certain extent, one could argue that the disestablishment 
of the Protestant ethic in the outside world presented a much greater 
threat to the survival of fundamentalism as a Protestant sect than the 
encroachment of government bureaucracies upon its separate subculture. 
Fundamentalism can live with sin and apostasy in the outside world. 


156 Chapter 6 


Actually, fundamentalism needs them to maintain its own self-identity as 
the true Christian church. Even in its most separatist posture of sectarian 
rejection of the world, Protestant fundamentalism has always understood 
itself as the Calvinist church of the elect. But fundamentalism cannot 
survive in a world devoid of shared moral meanings and standards, in a 
postmodern world in which it would become just another quaint subcul- 
ture, like that of the native Indians or the Amish, to be added to the 
“sorgeous mosaic” of American cultural pluralism. 

It is when it becomes evident that a mere defensive offensive is no 
longer possible, because the lost world can no longer be brought back, 
that the project of restoration turns into something else, either into coun- 
terrevolution or into public involvement in the construction of new 
shared normative structures. In any case, fundamentalism at this point 
ceases being a privatized, separate religious enclave and reenters Ameri- 
can public life as a public religion with claims upon the public sphere of 
civil society. lt is at the precise moment when public involvement is 
defined as a “moral imperative” that one can speak of the conversion of 
a fundamentalist. 

Once again, the actor’s definition of the situation offers the most 
evident clues of this personal change. The most revealing passages are 
those in which Jerry Falwell tries to explain to fellow evangelists why 
he, “a Fundamentalist—big F'” while upholding “the fundamentals” 
and maintaining personal separation from a sinful society and ecclesiasti- 
cal separation from other evangelicals, nonetheless feels a moral impera- 
tive and a Christian responsibility to get involved and urges them to do 
the same. It is evident that Jerry Falwell has rediscovered the ties to this 
earth that he had denied in 1965. Those ties are 


@ the ties of generational solidarity binding parents to succeeding 
generations 


It is not just a question of dealing with our generation but with the generations 
to come. Our children and our grandchildren must forever be the recipients or 
the victims of our moral decisions today (p. 255). 


e the ties of Christian solidarity binding fundamentalist Christians 
not only to their communities but to the Christian tradition 


The history of the church includes the history of Christian involvement in social 
issues. . . . In America, outstanding evangelical preachers such as Charles G. 
Finney, Albert Barnes, and Lyman Beecher called on Christians to feed the poor, 
educate the unlearned, reform the prisons, humanize treatment for the mentally 
ill, establish orphanages, and abolish slavery (p. 261). 
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e the ties of political solidarity binding citizens to their political com- 
munities 


We must insist that equal education and employment opportunities are available 
to all Americans regardless of sex, race, religion, or creed. Fundamentalists have 
been woefully negligent in addressing this issue. We can no longer be silent on 
this matter, which is so crucial to millions of our fellow Americans.“ 


e the ties of human solidarity binding every individual to the entire 
family of humankind 


Millions of human beings are starving to death all over the world... . I am 
convinced that we Christians who have so much must be our “brother’s keeper” 
in the poverty-stricken regions of the world. . . . While liberal theologians have 
been talking and theorizing about world hunger, we have been raising millions 
of dollars to feed starving people.** 


In the political rebirth of Protestant fundamentalism one can find 
four different postures: a defensive reaction to protect the lifeworld of 
fundamentalists from outside encroachment, a proactive offensive to re- 
store the American way of life, a counterrevolutionary theocratic impulse 
to impose biblical morality upon the nation, and a proactive involvement 
in the public affairs of the nation. At different times, in different sectors, 
and at different stages of the movement any one of the postures may take 
ascendancy. Each of them is in tension with the others, and Protestant 
fundamentalism has not made up its mind which public identity it should 
assume. It is not yet fully clear, therefore, what kind of public impact 
the deprivatization of Protestant fundamentalism would have upon 
American public life. 


The Public Impact of the Deprivatization of 
Protestant Fundamentalism 


My main interest in this work is neither in Protestant fundamentalism 
as a religious denomination, that is, as one of the branches of evangelical 
Protestantism, nor in the political mobilization of the New Christian 
Right and the consequences it would have on electoral politics or on the 
American party system. My main interest is in Protestant fundamental- 
ism as a public religion and in its potential impact on the public sphere 
of American civil society. The following, somewhat speculative, analysis 
will examine possibilities rather than facts and will proceed by drawing 
out, as it were, conclusions from the logic of the argument developed so 
far in this chapter and throughout the book. On the basis of a critical 
reconstruction of some of the assessments of the protestant fundamental- 
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ist phenomenon found in the literature, one could distinguish between 
the negative threats public fundamentalism could pose and the positive 
contributions it could make to the public sphere. 


The Threat of Restoration 


There is little doubt that the political project of mobilized fundamental- 
ism involved some kind of restoration. The words “restore,” “return,” 
“reestablish” appear frequently in the public statements of Jerry Falwell 
and other leaders of the Moral Majority.® It is also well known that 
restoration in the strict sense of the term is a historical impossibility, 
and certainly it is rarely a project aiming simply at conserving a given 
tradition. Nevertheless, it is important to understand the point in time, 
or the established order, that serves as a model or a principle of any 
project of restoration. To which status quo ante would the mobilized 
Moral Majority like to return? To a time before the first, before the 
second, or before the third disestablishment? Do the fundamentalists 
want to restore a Protestant established church, a Protestant civil reli- 
gion, or the Protestant ethic? 

The reestablishment of a Christian theocracy. There is a radical wing 
of Protestant fundamentalism, the “reconstructionists,'? whose project it 
is to establish a Christian theocracy modeled after Calvin’s Geneva and 
Puritan Massachusetts. In fact, the reconstructionists reject any differen- 
tiation between religion, law, and morality, or between the religious 
and the political community, and would like to establish a Christian 
“dominion” and a social order ruled by Hebrew Mosaic law. Gary 
North, head of the Institute for Christian Economics in Tyler, Texas, is 
their main theologian-ideologue. His project is to establish the intellec- 
tual and doctrinal foundations for a Christian alternative to the modern 
secular order, from Christian science to Christian economics, from Chris- 
tian law to a Christian state. For North, any kind of pluralism, religious 
or moral, cultural or political, is equivalent to polytheism and, therefore, 
is idolatrous.*” But the reconstructionists represent only a fringe group 
within the hodgepodge of fiercely independent religious enterprises con- 
stituting the separate world of fundamentalism. In their orthodox Cal- 
vinism they are the radical heirs of the Princeton Reformed Presbyterian 
wing of the fundamentalist alliance of the 1920s. Many observers have 
noticed a generalized rediscovery of the Calvinist theological heritage 
among evangelicals, from the Charismatic Pat Robertson to the Baptist 
Jerry Falwell. Given their insignificant numbers, the only threat posed 
by the reconstructionists would be in terms of the theological-ideological 
influence they might be having upon a younger generation of fundamen- 
talists who are abandoning premillennialism for a new postmillennial 
project to Christianize the social order and realize God's kingdom. 
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The mainstream of Protestant fundamentalism that was mobilized by 
the Moral Majority has repeatedly disclaimed any theocratic intention 
and proclaimed their sacred respect for the Constitution and for the 
principles of disestablishment and free exercise of religion. Given their 
unquestioned patriotism, their sacralization of the free enterprise system 
and the American way of life, their congregational structure of sectarian 
nonconformist, independent churches, and their Baptist reverence for the 
separation of church and state, there is no reason to doubt their sincerity 
when they state that the “Moral Majority strongly supports a pluralistic 
America, While we believe that this nation was founded upon the Judeo- 
Christian ethic by men and women who were strongly influenced by 
biblical moral principles, we are committed to the separation of Church 
and State.” 63 

Despite the alarmist warnings emanating from the ACLU and other 
countermobilized secularists that Protestant fundamentalism poses a 
threat to “our civil liberties,” it certainly does not pose a threat to the 
free exercise of religion. In any case, even if they wanted to, something 
which is doubtful, fundamentalists certainly do not have either the power 
or the numbers to undermine the principles of the religious clauses of 
the First Amendment. Protestant fundamentalism neither wants to nor 
could become an established church. 

The reestablishment of Protestantism as a civil religion. A much 
stronger argument could be made for the notion that, if they could, 
Protestant fundamentalists would gladly reestablish the cultural hegem- 
ony of evangelical Protestantism and re-Christianize the Constitution, 
the republic, and American civil society. In their writings, one finds con- 
stant references to the Judeo-Christian, biblical origins and intentions of 
the founding fathers, as well as frequent criticisms of what they see as a 
recent secularist reading of the First Amendment. In their view, Jeffer- 
son’s “wall of separation” was meant to protect the free exercise of 
authentic religion from any state encroachment and to impede the estab- 
lishment of any particular church. It was not meant to promote a secular, 
neutral state or to extend the free-exercise-of-religion principle to include 
freedom from religion. Diffused, generalized, transdenominational, bibli- 
cal, Judeo-Christian religion should not only predominate in civil society 
but be able to penetrate the wall and permeate the state and all republi- 
can institutions. 

This attempt to re-Christianize the enlightened deism of the founding 
fathers and the Constitution, an attempt which to be sure is modeled 
after the successful precedent of nineteenth-century evangelical Protes- 
tantism, would not have to be taken too seriously were it not for the fact 
that it coincides with a general attempt on the part of neoconservative 
intellectuals to appropriate and revise the “original intent” of the authors 
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of the constitutional texts in a similar direction. Given these concerted 
efforts, one should reiterate the simple fact that, if anybody could claim 
direct paternity of the spirit and the letter of the Virginia Statute on 
Religious Liberty and of the First Amendment, it would have to be 
Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and John Leland and that, whatever 
their true religious attitudes may have been, the original intent of the 
free exercise clause was most clearly and emphatically stated by the deist 
Jefferson and the radical sectarian Baptist Leland, and in almost identical 
language: “It does me no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty 
gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg” (Thomas 
Jefferson). For Leland, the First Amendment permitted “every man [to] 
speak freely without fear, maintaining the principles that he believes, 
[and to] worship according to his own faith either one god, three 
gods or no god or twenty gods, and let government protect him in 
doing so.”” 

But the very foundation of the Moral Majority, not as a trans- 
denominational pan-Protestant social movement organization but as a 
transdenominational Judeo-Christian coalition attempting to include, 
in Falwell’s words, “Catholics, Jews, Protestants, Mormons, Fundamen- 
talists,”? would seem to indicate that Falwell did not believe that the 
reestablishment today of nineteenth-century Protestant hegemony was 
either desirable or possible.” Obviously, if external developments and 
internal cleavages had made the continuation of this hegemony no longer 
possible at the turn of the century, much less would its restoration be 
possible today when secular forces, non-Protestant religious groups, and 
internal cleavages within Protestantism have if anything grown much 
stronger.?? But if an all-Protestant crusade could no longer work after 
the apostasy of liberal Protestantism, could a marriage of convenience 
with those religious groups which had been so despised by evangelical 
Protestantism in the nineteenth century work? Only if such a majority 
of religious conservatives and “moral” Americans could be put together 
would the fears be justified of those who feel that, whatever else it may 
entail, the legally protected disestablishment of the Protestant ethic from 
American civil society constitutes a gain in civil liberties. 

The reestablishment of the Protestant ethic as the American way of 
life. That the reestablishment of Protestant morality and of the tradi- 
tional American way of life forms the core of the fundamentalists’ project 
of restoration is obvious from their statements and from the publicly 
stated goals of the movement. That this is what the fundamentalists want 
has also been acknowledged by sympathetic neoconservative intellectu- 
als. In the words of Nathan Glazer, resurgent fundamentalism is “a 
‘defensive offensive,’ meant to get us back to, at worst the 1950s, and 
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even that is beyond the hopes, or I would think the power, of Fundamen- 
talist faith.”?3 

One may well understand the high hopes of the “moral majoritarians” 
and even the sympathies of neoconservative intellectuals, whether Catho- 
lic or Jewish. More difficult to understand are the inflated mispercep- 
tions, shared by sympathizers, adversaries, and many social scientific 
analysts, of the potential power of the fundamentalists. The hopes and 
fears regarding the impact of fundamentalism were based on the follow- 
ing assumptions: that the fundamentalists constituted a “disciplined, 
charging army”; that the moral majoritarians could put together an all- 
evangelical coalition under the fundamentalist banner; that anybody 
who, according to surveys, believed in the fundamentals or declared to 
have had a born-again experience could be counted as part of the Moral 
Majority constituency; that given their alleged moral conservatism, 
Catholics would become likely allies, turning the coalition into a New 
Christian Right; that one could even add a battalion of militant Mor- 
mons and a company or two of conservative Jews who, though perhaps 
numerically unimportant, were nonetheless of great strategic value in the 
propaganda war to allay the fears of influential minorities and to be able 
to rebaptize the campaign as a “Judeo-Christian” operation; that when 
the hour of battle arrived, most “true” religionists would join forces in 
a united front against the evil forces of modern, secular humanism. Any- 
one who knew something about any of these potential constituencies 
also knew how unfounded these assumptions were.” A well-organized, 
vociferous minority, whose unexpected mobilization caught everybody 
by surprise but whose very loosely defined potential constituency never 
reached 20 percent of the population, had miraculously become, in the 
minds of many, a threatening majority. 


The Hope of Revival 


Even if the goals of restoration of the Moral Majority were always be- 
yond reach, one could still conceive the possibility that the political 
reemergence of Protestant fundamentalism could have positive, though 
unintended and perhaps for the actors even undesired, consequences. 
These great expectations can be grouped into three types: the hope for 
yet another “great awakening” contributing to a national revival, the 
hope for an evangelical revival leading to a grand Protestant party re- 
alignment, and the hope for revitalization of “the naked public sphere.” 

Another great awakening? Since part Ill of Falwell's Listen America! 
places “Revival in America” as a top priority for the movement and for 
the nation, it is not surprising to find social scientists asking whether the 
revival of evangelical Protestantism could have such an impact upon the 
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nation. In his essay “Another Great Awakening?” Phillip Hammond 
brings together two related schools of thought: William McLoughlin's 
theory of “revitalization,” which assumes that great awakenings are the 
normal, cyclical procedure through which societies renew and reform 
themselves, their culture, and their shared values, and Tocqueville’s ob- 
servations concerning the importance of religion, religious voluntarism, 
and the related participation in all kinds of voluntary associations for 
American democratic culture and institutions. One can easily perceive 
Bellah’s theory of “civil religion” as a tacit subtext linking both lines of 
inquiry.” 

Hammond harbors no illusions about the potential of the evangelical 
revival and clearly answers his own question in the negative. But the fact 
that the question itself is raised indicates that American intellectuals 
may share some central assumptions and expectations with evangelical 
revivalists. To be sure, they expect not evangelical Protestantism but a 
different kind of civil religion to play this function. Nonetheless, the 
striking assumption that America needs or is likely to have an awaken- 
ing, and that this awakening may re-create American civil religion, is 
there. After sorting out the evidence, Hammond concludes, “In short, 
the current religious fervor is not itself an awakening, but it very likely 
is an element of a larger movement destined to become an awakening.””* 
In my discussion of civil religion in chapter 2, I have indicated why I find 
such an assumption empirically unfounded and normatively undesirable. 

The revival of evangelical Protestantism? Probably the most signifi- 
cant long-term impact of the public reemergence of Protestant funda- 
mentalism will play itself out in some eventual realignment within 
the internal denominational boundaries of American Protestantism. The 
boundaries between fundamentalist and evangelical Protestantism have 
always been fuzzy and porous. Often only the self-proclaimed posture 
of separatism has served to identify to oneself and to others one’s pure 
fundamentalism. With the general evangelical revival of the 1970s and 
the public reemergence of fundamentalism, the boundaries have tended 
to disappear altogether. On this issue, there is clearly disagreement 
among the experts.” There is general agreement, though, that whatever 
else it has been, the public reemergence of Protestant fundamentalism 
has been part of a much more complex, multivalent, and multidirectional 
general evangelical revival. 

Three trends, apparently pulling in different directions yet interrelated 
and not fully incompatible, have been noticed. First, there is the newly 
gained prominence and centrality of fundamentalists within the wider 
world of conservative evangelical Protestantism. Their most daring 
moves have been the organizational takeover of the two main conserva- 
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tive Protestant denominations, the Southern Baptist Convention and the 
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod.” While in the 1920s the failure of 
the organizational takeover of the liberal denominations led to the for- 
mation of a social movement, in the 1980s the energies, resources, and 
organizational lessons of the failing social movement were redirected into 
denominational coups d'etat. Does this mean that the main conservative 
denominations are going fundamentalist (something which seems un- 
likely) or, rather, that the fundamentalists are reentering the main de- 
nominations? 

A second trend, carefully documented by James Davison Hunter, has 
been the at times almost imperceptible but persistently accumulative pro- 
cess of liberalization, secularization, and accommodation of evangelical 
Protestantism to modernity. Attitudinal surveys of faculty and students 
in evangelical colleges and seminaries confirm this trend.”? Hunter’s stud- 
ies are one of the most important confirmations of the continued validity 
and usefulness of the theory of secularization, particularly considering 
that one can show a clear correlation of evangelical secularization with 
processes of industrialization and urbanization in the South and in other 
areas where evangelicals tended to predominate, as well as with processes 
of occupational and educational mobility among evangelicals. As evan- 
gelicals become less and less disinherited, their religion changes accord- 
ingly .°° 

The only problem I find in the thesis is that Hunter maintains a rather 
straightforward version of the thesis of secularization, whereby, first, 
confronted with the outside forces of modernity, religion’s only choice 
is either futile resistance or accommodation, which ultimately entails 
capitulation, and, second, accommodation—that is, secularization— 
necessarily means privatization. If one begins with a radical separation 
between an external, modern, secular world and a besieged traditional 
religious enclave, then, indeed, the choice is a stark one. Ironically, the 
modern traditionalist and the secular scientist seem to share the same 
view of what constitutes true religion and of what the options are. If 
one follows an entirely different line of thought, going from Hegel to 
Parsons, which views the modern secular world itself as the externaliza- 
tion and institutionalization of religion in the world, then the evaluation 
of what constitutes secularization will be radically different. There is a 
position in between which assumes that religion is always embedded in 
the world and that what Hunter and orthodox evangelicals call authentic 
traditional evangelical religion is itself nothing but the accommodation 
of nineteenth-century religion to the world. One could call this process 
the ever renewed encounter and accommodation of religion and the 
world. 
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However one wants to evaluate the present accommodation of evan- 
gelicalism and modernity, it is clear that the contemporary revival does 
not entail the privatization of religion. On the contrary, some observers 
have noticed a third long-term trend, “a great reversal,” from private 
separation and indifference to public involvement and concern for the 
world.$! If the trend continues, it will radically alter the two-party system 
of American Protestantism, which, according to Martin Marty, emerged 
at the turn of the century.*? The division between private, traditional, 
evangelical churches and public, modernist, liberal churches may be com- 
ing to an end. Intellectually and politically, evangelicals form the most 
lively sector of present-day American Protestantism.* Like Catholics, 
they are undergoing their own process of aggiornamento. Given the con- 
gregational rather than episcopal character of their churches, the process 
cannot take the form of a sudden, unified and uniform, authoritative 
policy change from above. It is working itself out in the most diverse 
directions, most of them patently innerworldly and postmillennial, de- 
spite the frequent assertions of evangelicals that doctrinally they still are 
premillennialists. Moreover, within the evangelical tent, the range of 
public commitments, from the liberation theology of Ronald Sider and 
Jim Wallis to the radically neoorthodox public posture of Charles Colson 
to the theocratic establishmentarian temptation of Jerry Falwell, is as 
wide and as difficult to categorize within traditional left-right dimensions 
as the one found within Catholicism. 

The revitalization of the public square? The most articulate defense 
of the positive contribution the public reemergence of Protestant funda- 
mentalism may bring to the public sphere of American civil society is 
the one offered by Richard Neuhaus in The Naked Public Square. 
Neuhaus is right that there was a very strong public bias, buttressed by 
social science theories, legal-constitutional interpretations, and liberal- 
secularist ideologies, against letting religion into the public sphere. Most 
religions accepted this bias and stayed outside the public sphere. Neu- 
haus’s own life history, however, shows that again and again churches, 
the clergy, religious groups, and religious constituencies circumvented 
this bias and were able to enter the public sphere and have an impact 
upon it. But Neuhaus is not right in implying that the fundamentalists 
were excluded from what Martin Marty has called “the republican ban- 
quet.”*% They voluntarily withdrew and stayed out of it for religious 
reasons. When they returned unexpectedly, other guests were first star- 
tled and some, considering the fundamentalists’ public manners “un- 
civil,” thought that they should be left out, But the fundamentalists have 
set shop in the public square, and many of them plan to stay. Some have 
established their businesses very close to government buildings and party 
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headquarters. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s conservative evangeli- 
cals and fundamentalists established more religious lobbies than did their 
liberal competitors.** The New Christian Right has also established its 
electoral credentials as a bona fide faction of the right wing of the Repub- 
lican party. If all they wanted was inclusion and recognition, they have 
earned it. But their very success underscores their status as a moral 
minority. Furthermore, now that they have a seat in the republican ban- 
quet on equal terms with all the other guests, what are they going to do 
with their voice? 
Neuhaus states the fundamentalist dilemma as follows: 


The religious new right . . . wants to enter the political arena making public 
claims on the basis of private truths. The integrity of politics itself requires that 
such a proposal be resisted. Public decisions must be made by arguments that 
are public in character. . . . Fundamentalist morality, which is derived from 
beliefs that cannot be submitted to examination by public reason, is essentially 
a private morality. If enough people who share that morality are mobilized, it 
can score victories in the public arena. But every such victory is a setback in the 
search for a public ethic.?” 


Besides the normative issues raised by the entrance of religion, particu- 
larly a fundamentalist one, into the public sphere of modern secular 
society and the threats it poses to the integrity of politics, one might 
consider the basic dilemmas facing any religion, particularly a fundamen- 
talist one, which wants to enter the competitive field of modern demo- 
cratic politics and to score victories there. 

The logic of fundamentalism has greater affinities with an “agonic” 
than with a “discoursive” model of the public sphere.** But even modern 
agonic electoral politics has certain rules of engagement which are inimi- 
cal to fundamentalism. The name Moral Majority already signaled si- 
multaneously the fundamentalist claim to hegemony, the choice of elec- 
toral mobilization as the road to power and public influence, and an 
implicit willingness to submit the cognitive, practical, and moral validity 
claims of fundamentalism to the discretion of the ballot box and to the 
principle of majority rule. Mobilizational and electoral success, however, 
require not only strategic adjustment to the rules and dynamics of the 
organizational society and electoral politics but also ideological compro- 
mises, which tend to undermine fundamentalist principles and identities. 
A well-organized militant minority taking advantage of the element of 
surprise or using stealth methods can score early victories. But the suc- 
cessful mobilization of fundamentalism soon called forth the counter- 
mobilization of its opponents. Moreover, in order to join an electoral 
majority it became necessary to enter into electoral alliances and to fill 
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a circumscribed and subordinated niche as a faction of a broad Republi- 
can party coalition. Soon it also became obvious that the very goal of 
legislating fundamentalist morality could hardly be reconciled with the 
kind of normative compromises and parliamentary horse trading that 
are usually required for legislative success. 

The discoursive model of the public sphere is even more incompatible 
with fundamentalism. The logic of open public discourse implies that 
modern societies, while protecting the free exercise of fundamentalism 
in the private sphere, procedurally cannot tolerate fundamentalism in 
the public sphere. Fundamentalism has to validate its claims through 
public argument. This presents fundamentalists with a stark choice. 
Those who accept the rules of engagement in the public sphere and begin 
to argue with their neighbors will have to abandon their fundamentalism, 
at least procedurally. Their claims that their normative wares are the only 
genuine ones or are more valuable than those of their denominational 
competitors will be exposed to open appraisal, to the typical plausibility 
tests, and to the bargaining adjustments regnant in an open pluralist 
market of ideas.*? Undoubtedly, some shoppers will stop by and may 
appreciate or even buy their antiques. Many others will look at funda- 
mentalism with nostalgia and admit that the fundamentalists have got a 
point, but will look for more “contemporary” answers to the fundamen- 
talists’ questions. But ““true” fundamentalists, who prefer not to compro- 
mise their ideas or to expose their fundamentals to public discoursive 
validation and to a probable “plausibility crisis,” will most likely aban- 
don the public square and return to their isolated hamlets, where they 
can protect the worth of their sectarian wares uncontested, only to find 
out that government inspectors and regulators will not leave them alone 
and that televangelist and secularist competitors will come peddling their 
merchandise in their very living rooms. Unable to become an established 
church or to remain a separate sect, fundamentalism is destined to be- 
come just another denomination. 


7 Catholicism in the United States: 
From Private to Public 
Denomination 


Catholicism in the United States of America has been shaped for the 
most part by four factors:! 

1. Catholicism in the United States has been a minority religion in a 
predominantly Protestant country. This means that, structurally, in terms 
of its relation vis-a-vis the hegemonic Protestant culture, Catholicism has 
functioned as a sect and has been treated as such. 

2. The Constitution, however, offers this minority religion, at least 
formally, equal protection under the law. This means that, systemically, 
in terms of the place of Catholicism within the pluralistic, free religious 
market, as regulated by the dual clause of “no establishment” and “free 
exercise” of religion, Catholicism has become just another, indeed the 
largest, religious denomination. 

3. Internally, American Catholicism has been shaped by the consecu- 
tive waves of immigration of Catholics from various European nations. 
For the most part, the various Catholic immigrant groups, usually orga- 
nized along national parish lines, have kept their Catholic-ethnic alle- 
giance while also becoming a single American-Catholic ethnic group. 
This means that, congregationally, Catholicism in America has func- 
tioned as a multiethnic, territorially organized national church. 

4, Catholicism in the United States has always had to live with the 
dynamic tension that has resulted from being both Roman and Ameri- 
can. What this means is that, ecclesiologically, in terms of its internal 
doctrinal, ritual, and organizational structure, the American Catholic 
church has always been a member of the transnational, universal Roman 
Catholic church. Consequently, American Catholics have always had to 
prove their absolute allegiance to the American civil religion in order to 


The first, historical part of this chapter is a condensed version of an earlier, 
more elaborate historical reconstruction, “Roman, Catholic, and American: The 
Transformation of Catholicism in the United States,” International Journal of 
Politics, Culture, and Society 6, no. 1 (1992). 
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be admitted into the national covenant, without putting into question 
their equally absolute allegiance to Rome. Not surprisingly, the Ameri- 
can Catholic church has become the most “American,” that is, patriotic, 
of all American denominations and the most Roman of all the national 
Catholic churches. 

Thus, Catholicism in America has functioned simultaneously in four 
different ways: structurally as a sect, systemically as a denomination, 
congregationally as a territorial national church, and ecclesiologically as 
a member of the Universal Church.” 


The Catholic Minority in a Protestant Country 


Catholicism has always been a minority religion in a predominantly 
Protestant country, but the relative position of the Catholic minority 
vis-á-vis the Protestant majority and the relative position of the Protes- 
tant majority vis-a-vis American culture have changed dramatically from 
independence to the present.? 

In 1789, the inaugural year of the Constitution and of the first Catho- 
lic diocese (in Baltimore), there were approximately thirty-five thousand 
Catholics within an American population of 4 million, Massive immigra- 
tion, from the 1830s on, changed the relative size of the Catholic minor- 
ity dramatically. By 1850, the Catholic population stood at 1.7 million, 
making the Catholic church the largest religious denomination in the 
United States—slightly ahead of the largest Protestant denomination, the 
Methodist church, which had been an even tinier religious minority at 
the time of independence. By 1910, there were 16 million Catholics in 
a population of 92 million. Just after World War Il, the number of 
Catholics reached 25 million, a number as large as that of the member- 
ship of the six largest Protestant denominations combined (Methodists, 
Southern Baptists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, United Lutherans, Disci- 
ples of Christ). By 1980, there were 50 million Catholics in a total 
American population of 222 million.* According to American Institute 
of Public Opinion (AIPO) surveys, the number of people declaring them- 
selves Protestants declined from 69 percent of the American adult popu- 
lation in 1947 to 57 percent in 1985, while the number of Catholics 
rose during the same period from 20 percent to 28 percent.’ 

Numbers by themselves do not make either churches or sects. It is the 
attitudinal and structural relations between the religious groups and the 
relations of those groups to the dominant culture that make the differ- 
ence. Actually, the category “Protestant” masks fundamental differences 
and at times mutual intolerance between the various Protestant groups. 
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In colonial America, however, all Protestant groups, irrespective of doc- 
trinal or ecclesiastical differences, shared a virulent antipopery. All 
viewed the Catholic church as the “Anti-Christ” and the “Whore of 
Babylon.” Indeed, at times, the external enemy, Catholicism, was the 
only thing that could cement internal Protestant unity. 

The Second Great Awakening, with its Protestant crusade to Chris- 
tianize America, established the foundation of the American denomina- 
tional religious system. By the late 1820s, that peculiar fusion of what 
Perry Miller called “romantic nationalism” and “romantic evangelical- 
ism” was completed.?* The Protestant nativism which had first been di- 
rected against republican deism soon turned against Catholicism. In 
1830—the year in which the first anti-Catholic newspaper, The Protes- 
tant, appeared in New York—Lyman Beecher, the father of the “New 
School” of New England Calvinism, inaugurated his series of anti- 
Catholic sermons, linking Catholicism and despotism as the enemies 
of American republican principles.” As Irish immigration accelerated, 
Protestant nativism acquired social and political forms to become the 
American Republican party of the 1840s and the Know-Nothing move- 
ment of the 1850s. The Reverend Horace Bushnell, the father of Ameri- 
can liberal theology, warned Protestant America: “Our first danger is 
barbarism, Romanism next.’’® He could have added, “Both happen to 
be Irish.” Following the “Bloody Monday” nativist riots of 6 August 
1855 in Louisville, Kentucky, Abraham Lincoln warned that if the 
Know-Nothings came to power, the Declaration of Independence would 
read, ““All men are created equal except Negroes, foreigners and Catho- 
lics.”? But the Know-Nothings soon disappeared as the moral energies 
of the Protestant crusade became absorbed in the antislavery movement 
and in civil war. 

Nothing illustrates better the sectarian isolation of American Catholi- 
cism, perhaps, than the fact that, with a few exceptions, Catholics pre- 
ferred to watch the abolitionist debate from the sidelines, viewing it 
mainly as an internal Protestant issue, indeed as a dangerous Protestant 
crusade which was ripping the nation asunder. American Catholics failed 
to see the connection so clearly made by Lincoln between their status 
and that of the enslaved American Negroes. When civil war arrived, the 
Catholic church in the North and that in the South loyally supported 
their respective patriotic causes. But unlike every major Protestant de- 
nomination, the American Catholic church did not split into northern 
and southern branches. 

From the 1880s to the 1920s, a familiar combination of themes 
emerged: foreign immigration on an even larger scale; an evangelical 
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revivalist crusade and a Social Gospel movement to once again Christian- 
ize Ámerica and save the world for democracy; progressive reform move- 
ments: temperance, woman suffrage, and child labor legislation; anti- 
Catholic nativism, which found expression in the foundation of the 
American Protective Association in 1887; the expansion of the Ku Klux 
Klan in the South; and campaigns for laws restricting immigration. Not 
surprisingly, Catholics saw themselves as the targets of yet another Prot- 
estant crusade. Progressive Protestants, by contrast, tended to view Cath- 
olics as the main obstacle to reform. Revivalists like Billy Sunday never 
tired of warning their congregations of the menace the “hordes” of “for- 
eigners” were posing to Christian America and of blaming “the foreign 
vote” for blocking Prohibition. Only “a great Anglo-Saxon majority,” 
Sunday warned, could overcome this “foreign influence.”*? The sense of 
menace felt by Protestant nativism was not totally baseless. According 
to Jay P. Dolan, “By 1890 the Catholic urban population . . . out- 
numbered the urban population of all other religious denominations 
combined.” 

But the old evangelical consensus around a Christian America had 
begun to dissipate. To the right, the fundamentalists lost faith in America 
ever becoming Christian without apocalyptic divine intervention and 
adopted a radical version of premillennial sectarianism. To the left, lib- 
eral Protestants began to drop the qualifier “Christian” from the Ameri- 
can mission and adopted a secular postmillennial vision of progress. !? 
Evangelical Protestantism lost its cultural hegemony and became dises- 
tablished, opening the way for the formation of a new national covenant, 
a new civil religion that eventually would incorporate Catholics, Jews, 
and secular humanists. But before breaking apart permanently, the old 
evangelical coalition came together again to win the last Protestant cru- 
sade, Prohibition, and just one more time, briefly, at Al Smith’s 1928 
presidential campaign, to block the entrance of popery into the White 
House.” 

For all practical purposes anti-Catholic nativism died with this elec- 
tion. To be sure, Protestant-Catholic conflicts flared up in the 1940s and 
1950s. But those were no longer the clear church-sect, majority-minority 
conflicts of the past. They were the first signs of normal interdenomina- 
tional conflicts.** Old Protestant prejudices have lingered on, particularly 
among fundamentalist and sectarian Protestants, and, as an atavistic 
intellectual and class prejudice, among liberal upper-class Protestants in 
the Northeast.** But in a deservedly celebrated book in the mid-1950s, 
Will Herberg wrote that Protestant-Catholic-Jew had become the three 
denominational forms of being American.!'? The election of a Catholic 
to the presidency in 1960 was the best confirmation of the thesis. Before 
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being allowed into the White House, however, John F. Kennedy had to 
prove his worthiness before an association of Protestant ministers in 
Houston. 


A Catholic Denomination in a Free Religious Market 


The Ark and the Dove, setting sail to America in 1634, could serve as 
befitting a symbol of Catholic Maryland as the Mayflower was of Puritan 
New England. While the covenanted Puritans were to be “a City upon 
a Hill,” lord proprietor Cecil Calvert instructed his governor and com- 
missioners that “all Acts of Romane Catholique Religion be done as 
privately as may be” and that Catholics “‘be silent upon all occasions of 
discourse concerning matters of religion.” !” Not surprisingly, given the 
disabilities under which they had to function in most of the colonies, 
Catholics welcomed with enthusiasm the radically new constitutional 
arrangement inscribed in the First Amendment. In a letter to Rome in 
1783, Catholic priests wrote that “in these United States, our Religious 
system has undergone a revolution, if possible, more extraordinary, than 
our political one.” !® 

It is customary to distinguish the “republican” from the “immigrant” 
phase of American Catholicism and to attribute two radically different 
styles of Catholicism to both phases.!? The characterization which David 
O’Brien has presented of the republican American Catholic is very 
much akin to Bernhard Groethuysen's masterful characterization of the 
eighteenth-century, self-made French Catholic “bourgeois.” Both types 
represented the style of successful Catholic laymen, faithful to the church 
but fully at home in the world, who had learned to segregate rigidly, in 
the liberal tradition, their political, economic, and religious roles. They 
urged the church to “stick to religion,” while they ‘engaged in economic 
and political life with no direct and little indirect reference to religious 
faith.” 

Bishop John England of Charleston, in his address to Congress on 8 
January 1826, answering Protestant critics offered the classic legitima- 
tion of liberal republicanism: 


Our answer to this is extremely simple and very plain; it is that we would not 
be bound to obey it, that we recognize no such authority. I would not allow to 
the Pope, or to any bishop of our church, outside this Union, the smallest interfer- 
ence with the humblest vote at our most insignificant balloting box. He has no 
right to such interference. You must, from the view which I have taken, see the 
plain distinction between spiritual authority and a right to interfere in the regula- 
tion of human government or civil concerns. You have in your constitution 
wisely kept them distinct and separate.?! 
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He concluded by offering his vision of the place he wanted Catholi- 
cism to occupy in the American republic and in the pluralist, denomina- 
tional religious system: 


We desire to see the Catholics as a religious body upon the ground of equality 
with all other religious societies. . .. We consider that any who would call upon 
them to stand aloof from their brethren in the politics of the country, as neither 
a friend to America nor a friend to Catholics. .. . We repeat our maxim: Let 
Catholics in religion stand isolated as a body, and upon as good ground as their 
brethren. Let Catholics, as citizens and politicians, not be distinguishable from 
their other brethren of the commonwealth.?? 


But John England’s vision would not be realized, at least not until the 
1960s. The competing vision of a Christian America, zealously pursued 
by evangelical Protestantism, and the system of Protestant denomina- 
tionalism that ensued did not allow for the acceptance of Catholicism 
as just another American denomination. Moreover, the massive immigra- 
tion of impoverished Irish Catholics made them clearly distinguishable, 
by class and ethnicity, from their fellow citizens and presented the Catho- 
lic hierarchy with radically new challenges. A very different type of Cath- 
olic church, the immigrant church, with a new type of episcopal leader- 
ship, emerged in the 1840s. 

Most commentators have viewed Bishop John Hughes of New York 
as the most forceful and articulate representative of the new immigrant 
Catholic church. Two incidents, in particular, serve to illustrate the im- 
migrant style. Following the “Philadelphia riots” of May and July 1844, 
when plans for a nativist rally in New York City were announced, Bishop 
Hughes demanded a meeting with Mayor Robert Morris to warn him 
that, “if a single Catholic church is burned in New York, the city will 
become a second Moscow.”** Thereafter, the Catholic bishop of New 
York—and bishops of other cities where Catholic immigrants would 
constitute a majority of the working class—would be a power to be 
reckoned with by politicians and elected officials. It was John Hughes 
who inaugurated what Andrew Greeley has called “the self-image of the 
bishop as the father and protector, of a flock not able to take care of 
itself and surrounded by hostile enemies.” 

The republican Catholic style had been based on the model of autono- 
mous Catholic individuals who entered the public sphere not as Catholics 
but as indistinguishable citizens, in order to participate in the advance- 
ment of the public good. The immigrant Catholic style, by contrast, was 
based on the premise of the collective organization and mobilization of 
Catholics as a group—distinguishable from other groups by religion, 
class, and ethnicity—in order to advance their particular group interests. 
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The church, with the bishop as “church boss,” became a vehicle for the 
protection, self-organization, and mobilization of Catholic immigrants. 
Once Irish-Catholics began to control the urban political machines, the 
power of the local bishop became naturally enhanced. While Bishop 
Hughes actually failed in his attempts to create a Catholic party under 
his control, nonetheless he taught the immigrants that a militant and 
politically united Catholic bloc, normally tied to the Democratic party, 
could best defend their interests. 

Having failed in his efforts to get the Protestant King James Version 
of the Bible out of the public school, in 1841 Bishops Hughes cam- 
paigned for state funding of Catholic schools, provoking in the process 
a Protestant nativist reaction. When both major parties, Whigs and Dem- 
ocrats, refused to support his efforts, Bishop Hughes entered his own 
candidates. The Catholic ticket was defeated, but it obtained sufficient 
votes to persuade the New York state government to take over the ad- 
ministration of the city’s public schools from the private, mainly Protes- 
tant, Public School Society. If Bishop Hughes could not get state aid for 
Catholic education, at least he would remove Protestant education from 
the public schools. Furthermore, a separate Catholic parochial school 
system now seemed more justified than ever and Hughes became its 
most decisive champion. “‘To build the school-house first, and the church 
afterwards” became his famous dictum. 

To keep the faith of the immigrants, protecting them from Protestant 
America while helping them take their rightful place as a “separate but 
equal” ethnic and religious group in American society, became the cen- 
tral task of the immigrant church. The repeated controversies sur- 
rounding public and parochial schools became the most evident signs of 
the different visions which Protestant and Catholic had of America and 
of the role religion was to occupy in public life. With the creation of the 
parochial school system, the Catholic church was serving notice that it 
had its own agenda of Americanization. The Catholic perception that 
the public school system was an agent, first, of Protestantification and, 
then, of secularization led to the creation of a system of Catholic educa- 
tion unparalleled in the entire Catholic world. 

The church and all its institutions would play a crucial function in 
the assimilation—Americanization—of the Catholic immigrant, but it 
was done on Catholic terms. Out of the most varied national groups, 
there emerged one single Catholic religious body that stood distinctly 
apart from all other religious bodies and from the dominant American 
culture. At the end of the nineteenth century, “Americanists” such as 
Bishops Gibbons, Ireland, Keane, and Spalding resisted the separatist 
trend, but the conservatives were able to prevail with the aid of the 
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Vatican. The pope's condemnation of the Americanist heresy (1899), 
followed by the condemnation of the Modernist heresy (1907), had a 
chilling effect on an emerging liberal Catholicism and on all attempts to 
integrate American Catholicism into American culture.” The issues were 
similar to those which led to the split between fundamentalist and mod- 
ernist Protestantism, but in the case of American Catholicism, Vatican 
intervention served to enforce unity within a divided hierarchy while 
imposing the conservative position upon the entire church. 

The first half of the twentieth century marks the golden age of the 
“proud and glorious isolation” of American Catholicism from the con- 
temporary world, a withdrawal into a separate cultural ghetto not unlike 
the sectarian withdrawal of fundamentalism from the emerging secular 
American culture. The Catholic counterculture and countersociety were 
built around the neighborhood ethnic parish with its distinct form of 
‘devotional Catholicism,” the Catholic school system (from elementary 
school to college), a distinct Catholic worldview based on a refurbished 
“neo-Thomism” and a mythical view of the Catholic Middle Ages, sepa- 
rate Catholic mass media, and myriad Catholic voluntary associations 
(religious, professional, and recreational).”® 

The safe cultural haven lasted until the mid-1950s, when some Catho- 
lic intellectuals became disaffected with the “complacency in mediocrity” 
of the Catholic intellectual ghetto.?” But the carefully built Catholic sub- 
culture was undermined by more powerful structural forces. World War 
II, the G.I. Bill, and the general economic boom had set American Catho- 
lics on a new journey of emigration and geographical, educational, and 
occupational mobility, away from the working-class, urban, ethnic 
neighborhoods into more highly educated, higher-income, and middle- 
class all-American suburbs. 

At last, after a long and unexpected detour, John England’s liberal 
republican vision was being realized. American Catholics were joining 
the American mainstream—indeed, more than any other group they 
were beginning to define middle America—and were entering public life 
not as Catholics, in defense of their particular group interests, but “‘as 
citizens and politicians,” more and more indistinguishable from other 
Americans. Whether intentionally or not, John F. Kennedy’s famous 
speech before the Protestant ministers in Houston was almost a replica 
of John England's address to Congress.* 

Kennedy offered the classic liberal position of radical separation be- 
tween the private religious and the public secular spheres. Religious 
views are the individual's own affairs, and they ought to be irrelevant 
in public affairs or in the exercise of public secular roles. Churches ought 
to stick to religion and not meddle in public matters. Actually, historical 
precedent, trends, and pressures in this direction were such that, had the 
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Vatican Council and developments in global Catholicism not interfered, 
probably this liberal position would today be the de facto official posi- 
tion of the American Catholic church. Instead, we have witnessed in the 
late 1970s and 1980s a new style of “public Catholicism” that is clearly 
distinguishable from both the “liberal republican” and the “immigrant” 
styles, and has no established precedent in the history of American 
Catholicism. 


The Immigrant Church: From a Multinational to an American 
National Church 


Congregationally, the fundamental characteristic of a church is that of 
being a territorially organized religious body which claims compulsory 
and universal membership. The sect, by contrast, is a religious associa- 
tion based on voluntary and selective membership. The compulsory attri- 
bute is a historically specific aspect of the post-Constantinian Christian 
church which was tied to a particular structural dualism of spiritual and 
temporal power, which de facto no longer exists in today’s Catholic 
world and in principle was abandoned by the Catholic church with the 
Declaration of Religious Freedom at Vatican II. 

The fundamental and remaining difference, therefore, is that the 
church aspires to universal membership and, consequently, welcomes 
saints as well as sinners, while the sect aspires to be an exclusive associa- 
tion of saints. Sociologically, this is translated into the principle that 
usually, under normal circumstances, individual members are born into 
the church or, more precisely, are incorporated into the church as mem- 
bers of a natural community into which they are born—that is, family, 
ethnic group, nation, and so forth. The members of the sect, by contrast, 
join the sect qua individuals after a selection process. 

The Catholic church in the United States has always been a church 
insofar as its membership has been composed, for the most part, of 
individuals who were incorporated into the church as members of larger 
ethnic-national groups. Indeed, before it functioned as a national Ameri- 
can Catholic church, the immigrant church functioned as a church of 
disparate ethnic Americans. Related to this immigrant nature of the 
Catholic church in America, that is, to being the result of the transplanta- 
tion of disparate parts to a new environment out of which a new body 
had to be formed, there have emerged recurrently in the history of Ameri- 
can Catholicism four series of problems or tensions in need of constant 
resolution: 

a) The tension between a multinational and an American national 
church. 

b) The tension between the traditional church principle of prescribed 
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membership and the voluntary denominational principle dominant in 
the American religious environment. 

c) The tension between the traditional episcopal, clerical, and authori- 
tarian governance structures of the church and the democratic, lay, and 
participatory principles which permeate the American polity. 

d) The tension between episcopal sovereignty and the need for a cen- 
tralized national church structure. 


E Pluribus Unum 


From the very beginning the fundamental problem of the Catholic church 
in America has been how to form a unified body out of disparate and 
scattered Catholic parts.?? In order to maintain institutional growth and 
fulfill its pastoral duties, the Catholic church in America has always had 
to cater to the most diverse linguistic, cultural, and spiritual needs of its 
people. In order to maintain institutional unity, however, the church 
hierarchy has had to ensure that the most diverse Catholic groups would 
become one single American Catholic church. This tension between the 
pastoral and the institutional demands has not always been easy to re- 
solve. The same conflicts that emerged first between the French cultured, 
aristocratic hierarchy and la canaille irlandaise would reappear with 
every new immigrant group. Jay Dolan has put it most concisely: 
“Brownson wanted the Irish to become American; Ireland cajoled the 
Germans; and Mundelein worked on the Polish.” *° 

The 1916 religious census indicates that six national groups—the 
Irish, Germans, Italians, Polish, French Canadians, and Mexicans— 
accounted for 75 percent of the 16 million Catholics. Eastern European 
peoples—the largest being Slovaks, Czechs or Bohemians, Lithuanians, 
and Ruthenian-Ukrainians—made up most of the rest. All in all, Ameri- 
can Catholics were organized along national parish lines, speaking 
twenty-eight different languages.*! 

In the context of the general American experience, immigration and 
national and linguistic diversity are per se not noteworthy. Noteworthy, 
however, is the fact that unlike every other major religious body in 
America, Christian or Jewish, which fell prey to the dynamics of Ameri- 
can denominationalism and split along national, linguistic, doctrinal, 
regional, class, or racial lines, the Catholic church in America has been 
able to keep the overwhelming majority of Catholic immigrants and 
their descendants within one single American Catholic church.*? This is 
perhaps the most persuasive evidence that the American Catholic church 
functions as a territorially organized national church for ethnic Catholics 
and, simultaneously, that the Roman Catholic church transcends all na- 
tional churches. 
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With the immigration-restriction laws of the 1920s, the American 
Catholic church began to lose its immigrant, multinational character, 
giving way to a rapid process of Americanization and assimilation of the 
various Catholic ethnics into one single Catholic group distinct from 
Protestants and Jews. Being overwhelmingly an urban population, Amer- 
ican Catholics were particularly affected by the post-World War II pro- 
cess of suburbanization. They left the ethnic neighborhoods and national 
parishes in large numbers to join all-American suburbs and all-Catholic 
parishes. The demographic move to the West and the South had similar 
consequences. By the 1960s the assimilation of American Catholics was 
nearly complete.” 


Religious Community versus Community Cult 


As Catholicism immigrated to America it had both to compete with 
Protestant denominationalism and to adopt, at least partially, some of 
its principles in order to succeed.*4 The uprootedness which accompanied 
emigration meant that “faith” could no longer be taken for granted. It 
had to be actively and voluntarily “kept” or “revived.” In this respect, 
Catholicism in America also assumed, constitutionally and phenomeno- 
logically, the denominational shape of a “free church.” Concurrently, 
however, uprootedness and a foreign environment only exacerbated the 
need for community, while Protestant nativist hostility served to rein- 
force ethnic and Catholic solidarity. For the immigrant, the national 
parish served to re-create, in fact, often to create for the first time, the 
lost world of the home country. The parish mission was the form which 
Catholic evangelical revivalism took in nineteenth-century America.” 

Ordinary Catholicism was shaped, practically until the shock of Vati- 
can II, by the persistence of devotional Catholicism. But throughout the 
twentieth century, Catholic devotion became less communitarian and 
more privatistic. The Depression and the New Deal created the condi- 
tions in the 1930s for the golden age of “social Catholicism.’’** But the 
religious revival of the post-World War II era brought back an even 
more privatist, devotional, and legalist religion. However, there were 
some minoritarian countermovements, all pointing to a new type of 
Catholicism, no longer centered around the parish, lay in orientation, 
and characterized by various combinations of individual commitment, 
inner-worldly spirituality, communitarian orientation, and public phi- 
losophy.*” 

One can also observe a transformation of the Catholic community 
orientation toward progressively higher levels of generality: from the 
village community, to the ethnic neighborhood and national parish, to 
the American Catholic community, to the American national commu- 
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nity, and after Vatican II to the world community. Ironically, the total 
commitment to Ámerica, which was once the hallmark of liberal Catholi- 
cism against the particularism of the national ethnic parish, later became 
characteristic of conservative Catholicism.*® Precisely at the time when 
Catholicism had finally become American and American Catholics had 
become faithful followers of the American civil religion, transformations 
in world Catholicism offered broader, more universalistic perspectives 
which challenged the nationalist particularism of the American civil 
religion. 


People of God or a Bishops’ Church? 


Any viable institutional structure for the Roman Catholic church in 
America would have to take into account three determining factors: the 
American circumstance, appropriate relations between the three main 
actors—hierarchy, clergy, and laity—and relations with Rome. The 
American circumstance was, of course, shaped by the two determinant 
experiences of independence and republicanism, experiences which inevi- 
tably had spilled over onto the sphere of religion.?? Four issues in particu- 
lar had to be resolved: the need to have a bishop ordinary as the head 
of the church; the need to define who had the right to nominate bishops; 
the need to define who had the right to nominate pastors; and the need 
to define who had rights over church property. Only the first American 
Catholic bishop, John Carroll, was elected by the American clergy. 
Thereafter, Rome would reserve for itself the right to choose the Ameri- 
can hierarchy.*° 

The need to establish clear norms that would regulate the institutional 
relations between hierarchy, clergy, and laity became evident in the con- 
flicts of “‘trusteeism” in Saint Peter’s Church in New York City between 
1785 and 1790.*! The divergent interests of the hierarchy, the clergy, 
the laity, and the various social strata within the laity led to a series of 
conflicts, pitting priest against priest, clergy against laity, the trustees 
against ordinary people, and all against the bishop. The crisis came to a 
head when a priest, Father Nugent, with the support of “‘people of little 
importance and Irish,” took control of the church away from the more 
prosperous trustees and denied John Carroll’s episcopal authority, ar- 
guing that his jurisdiction was invalid in New York because he had 
received it from a foreign court, Rome. Bishop Carroll, who had earlier 
opposed the trustees’ use of the civil courts to remove another priest, 
now deemed it necessary to check this act of open clerical rebellion 
against ecclesiastical authority “even by recourse to civil authority.” 4 

The New York court ruled against the priest, de facto recognizing the 
right of the Catholic church in the United States to establish its own 
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internal ecclesiastical discipline. When this discipline failed, the church 
could make use of secular courts to remove recalcitrant pastors. Later, 
in defending the American system of “no establishment” and “free exer- 
cise of religion” against European critics, American bishops would al- 
ways argue that the system gave the church the kind of libertas ecclesiae 
it had never had when it was under the alleged protection and patronage 
of Christian princes. At the end, both the clergy and the laity were left 
out of the system of governance of the American church. Faced with a 
rebellion from their inferiors, the bishops showed their willingness to 
accept the monarchical rule of the pope in exchange for the pope’s sup- 
port of their own monarchical rule in their dioceses. The American 
Catholic church became, to an extent unequaled in the entire Catholic 
world, a bishops” church. 


Episcopal Sovereignty versus a National Synodic Church 


The tension and conflicts between a monarchic and a synodic church are 
as old as the church itself. The tensions have reemerged ever anew with 
changing sociohistorical circumstances. As a bureaucratic imperial sys- 
tem, the church has always been exposed to the tension between centripe- 
tal and centrifugal forces that is typical of such systems. 

John Carroll’s plan for an American church had been that of a colle- 
gial body of the clergy under the spiritual authority of an ordinary 
bishop. But the daunting task of literally building the initial institutional 
structures (American bishops would always be primarily “brick and mor- 
tar” bishops) and the pressing need to reassert some episcopal hierarchic 
discipline frustrated the plan. After his death, Carroll left a collection of 
mostly undistinguished prelates, narrowly absorbed in the problems of 
their own dioceses, who established the long-lasting tradition of a church 
based on local episcopal sovereignty, devoid of any collective, central- 
ized, or federated national structure, authority, or vision.“ 

Undoubtedly, the narrow local focus of the bishops’ vision was also 
conditioned by the very nature of the American political system in the 
nineteenth century. Since politics were centered on the local and state 
level—this being particularly the case of those issues like education, 
morality legislation, and the like, which absorbed most of the bishops’ 
attention—it is not surprising that even those bishops inclined to politi- 
cal activism tended to concentrate their efforts on the local and state 
level. It was also at this level that they had political clout.* In this 
respect, the American Catholic church could be characterized as a dioce- 
san rights church in a states rights political system. 

But even after the process of bureaucratic centralization and national- 
ization of government in Washington forced the Catholic hierarchy to 
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establish there parallel administrative, policy, and lobbying agencies, 
most bishops continued resisting jealously any encroachment upon their 
local episcopal sovereignty. Indeed, as Dolan points out, the high point 
in the conception of the bishop as absolute ruler came toward the end 
of the nineteenth century after the “symbolic apex” of papal absolutism 
with the declaration of papal infallibility in 1870. Following the legisla- 
tion of the 1884 Baltimore Council, “Each bishop became Pope in his 
own diocese.”*f 

The slow process of redirecting the Catholic church’s attention from 
local to national politics began in the early decades of the twentieth 
century. The turning point was the founding of the National Catholic 
War Council in 1917 as a contribution to the national war effort. The 
founding of this council marks in many respects the beginning of “social 
Catholicism.”*” For the first time, there was some institutional commit- 
ment on the part of the church to social and political action. In 1919, 
the council released the Program of Social Reconstruction, an important 
text most of whose policy recommendations would be incorporated later 
into New Deal legislation. But this so-called bishops’ program was in 
fact a text written by Father John A. Ryan that was appropriated by the 
bishops as their program.** 

In 1919 the national orientation and the new “social Catholicism” 
were reinforced by the transformation of the War Council into the Na- 
tional Catholic Welfare Council (NCWC), which, in addition to creating 
a permanent administrative structure, called for annual meetings of all 
American bishops. But most bishops received the new structure with 
indifference and a group of conservative bishops made an almost success- 
ful appeal to Rome to kill the idea. They were able, at least, to change 
the name from “council” to “conference,” just to make clear that it was 
not a synodic body that could encroach upon the episcopal sovereignty 
of the individual bishops. It was only a deliberative body with no binding 
power, which could safely be ignored. 

Nothing illustrates better than these two incidents the difference be- 
tween the “social Catholicism” of the interwar period and the new form 
of “public Catholicism” that emerged in the 1980s. Social Catholicism 
had emerged as the initiative of a minority of activist bishops and, above 
all, clergy who took the social doctrines of the church seriously. Many 
of them came from the progressive Midwest and found in those doctrines 
the source for a Catholic “Social Gospel.” Most bishops, however, were 
only reluctantly tolerant of their activities. Moreover, like presidential 
candidate Al Smith, most ordinary ‘‘devout Catholics from childhood” 
would have replied that they “never heard of social encyclicals.”*? Father 
John A. Ryan, “the Right Reverend New Dealer,” may have been well 
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known and influential in the corridors of Washington and among ACLU 
members, but certainly he was less well known and much less popular 
among ordinary Catholics than his archrival Catholic social activist, pop- 
ulist radio priest, and profascist corporatist Father Charles Coughlin.*° 


Being Catholic and American 


At the very moment when Catholicism had finally become American, 
the Vatican aggiornamento reopened the old vexing question of the rela- 
tionship between being Catholic and being American. Actually, now for 
the first time, American Catholicism was forced to confront modernity. 
It was no longer a question of being simultaneously a traditional Catholic 
and a modern American and, thus, proving pragmatically that there was 
no incompatibility between both forms of being. Now the question was 
how to modernize, how to update, the old traditional Catholicism itself. 

The fact that Catholicism could adapt so well to American conditions 
without ever confronting modernity is indeed striking. Tocqueville of- 
fered a plausible explanation: 


The Catholic priests in America have divided the intellectual world into two 
parts: in the one they place the doctrines of revealed religion, which they assent 
to without discussion; in the other they leave those political truths which they 
believe the Deity has left open to free inquiry. Thus the Catholics of the United 
States are at the same time the most submissive believers and the most indepen- 
dent citizens.** 


Catholics had learned to compartmentalize rigidly two spheres of life, 
the religious and the secular. Catholicism was restricted to the religious 
sphere, while Americanism was restricted to the secular sphere. American 
Catholics were Roman Catholics in church and ethnic Catholic Ameri- 
cans in the world. Besides, this segmentation seemed to be fully in har- 
mony with the alleged “wall of separation” established by the First 
Amendment. Actually, the First Amendment not only protected politics 
from Catholic interference. It also protected Catholicism from the exter- 
nal interference of free public inquiry. 

Against the accusations of the incompatibility of Romanism and Re- 
publicanism, American Catholics repeated persistently in self-defense 
that they were Roman in spiritual matters, and only in spiritual matters, 
and republican, and therefore, American, in civil matters. Evangelical 
Protestants, who never made such a separation since their goal was to 
Christianize the republic, remained unconvinced. They could only view 
such an argument as a contrived subterfuge. Evangelical Protestants 
knew instinctively that there was something about “Romanism” that 
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was ultimately incompatible with “modern” republican principles. But 
not being fully “modern,” they were unable to frame the issue in terms 
of the relationships between modernity, freedom of inquiry, and religious 
dogma and kept repeating the old unfounded arguments about the 
threats of “foreign” Roman intervention to republican institutions or 
the incompatibility between Catholicism and democracy.*? 

Granted that Catholics were dogmatic about the authoritative tradi- 
tion of the church. But nineteenth-century evangelical Protestants were 
no more willing to let free critical inquiry enter and question Scripture 
than Catholics were ready to let free inquiry question the authority of 
tradition. Bishop John Hughes saw clearly through the Protestant con- 
ceit. Being a strict Catholic separationist, that is, a republican in civil 
matters and a dogmatic absolutist in spiritual matters, he could not 
accept the American civil religion. He would not accept any of the Protes- 
tant claims about a Christian Ámerica, nor the attempt to teach Protes- 
tantism in the common schools through the subterfuge of nonsectarian 
Christianity. If America was to be Christian, then there was no reason 
why it should assume the Protestant rather than the Catholic version 
of Christianity.** Later on, however, ‘““Americanists” such as Cardinal 
Gibbons and Archbishop Ireland found perfect harmony between Ca- 
tholicism and the American civil religion. Their task, according to Arch- 
bishop Ireland, was that of “teaching laggard Catholics to love America, 
teaching well-disposed non-Catholics to trust the Church.”** In a speech 
at the 1884 Third Plenary Baltimore Council, trying to convince laggard 
conservative bishops, Bishop Ireland said: 


There is no conflict between the Catholic Church and America. 1 could not 
utter one syllable that would belie, however remotely, either the Church or the 
Republic, and when I assert, as 1 now solemnly do, that the principles of the 
Church are in thorough harmony with the interests of the Republic, I know in 
the depths of my soul that I speak the truth.* 


But the conservative bishops remained unconvinced. Bishops Corrigan 
of New York and McQuaid of Rochester, knowing the official Catholic 
doctrine on church and state and on religious freedom, could accept the 
notion that, “under the circumstances,” the church could accommodate 
itself to American conditions. This was known in Catholic parlance as 
“the antithesis.” But “the thesis,” the ideal situation, could only be an 
established church in a confessional state.°* The church as the depositor 
of divine truth could not accept the notion that error has the same rights 
as truth.’ During the “Americanist” controversy, the issues were never 
discussed openly in these terms. But this was the central issue. Everything 
else was secondary. 
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The “Americanists” held the American truths to be self-evident. But 
their great failing, indeed, the historical failing of American Catholicism, 
was their inability to offer reasoned intellectual arguments for those 
truths, arguments that could be translated into Catholic theological lan- 
guage and, thus, challenge directly the traditional teachings of the church 
on this issue, They were able to offer impassioned confessions of their 
faith in the American system. They also defended the American proposi- 
tion on pragmatic, utilitarian grounds, showing how beneficial the Amer- 
ican system had been for the Catholic church, how the church had 
greater freedom and greater success in America than in allegedly Catholic 
countries.** But they could not offer theological rationales for democ- 
racy, freedom of religion, and disestablishment. 

When the condemnation of the Americanist heresy came, they fell 
silent. Publicly, having expected much worse, they felt exonerated and 
would repeatedly state that they had never held the opinions condemned 
by the Holy Father in Testem Benevolentiae (1899). As far as they were 
concerned, therefore, “Americanism” was a nonheresy, But they never 
dared to defend publicly the truths they held so deeply. The effects of 
the condemnation on American Catholicism would be long-lasting. lt 
would be necessary to wait another fifty years until a Catholic theolo- 
gian, John Courtney Murray, at last offered theological arguments for 
the American truths, challenging in the process the Catholic ““thesis.”*>? 
At Vatican II, all American bishops stood up in unison to defend not 
only the practice but the principle of religious freedom.” 

The Declaration On Religious Freedom, Dignitatis humanae, came at 
a moment when the tensions of being both American and Catholic had 
totally disappeared. The anti-Communist crusade of the Cold War era 
made this possible. This was a crusade all freedom-loving people could 
join, those fighting for republican freedom and those fighting for the 
freedom of the church. Rome and the republic could at last be allies.** 
Albeit for different reasons, Catholic liberals like John F. Kennedy and 
conservative Catholics like Cardinal Spellman both shared the conviction 
that there could be no conflict between the Catholic church and the 
American republic—for President Kennedy because there was a wall of 
separation between private faith and the modern secular world, for 
Cardinal Spellman because Catholicism and American patriotism had 
become undistinguishably fused in the American civil religion.*? 

These were the two minds of American Catholicism at the beginning 
of the Vatican Council. As the Roman aggiornamento reached American 
shores, it became obvious that both types of Catholicism were being 
challenged by a new understanding of the relation between religion and 
the world. Both the liberal wall of separation and the civil religion fusion 
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were put into question. Private faith could no longer leave secular public 
matters alone. Nor could spiritual truths ignore the “signs of the times” 
or be immune to freedom of inquiry. But an eschatological dimension 
also warned not to identify any social order with God’s kingdom. A new 
tension, this time voluntary and purposeful, between Catholicism and 
Americanism emerged. For the first time, the Catholic faith dared to 
challenge American public affairs. In doing so, however, the Catholic 
faith could no longer avoid exposing itself to public scrutiny, public 
debate, and public contestation. 


American Public Catholicism after the Vatican Aggiornamento 


Three events above all exemplify the new type of public Catholicism: 
the 1983 Pastoral Letter, The Challenge of Peace: God's Promise and 
Our Response; the 1986 Pastoral Letter, Economic Justice for All: Cath- 
olic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy; and the public interventions 
of the American bishops in the politics of “abortion” after the 1973 
Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision and their involvement in electoral 
politics since the 1976 presidential elections.* The three events can be 
characterized as different types of public speech acts, that is, the Ameri- 
can bishops speaking out on abortion, nuclear warfare, and the econ- 
omy. In discussing the three events it is helpful to differentiate three 
moments: (a) the historical background’ behind the speech acts; (b) the 
nature and character of the speech acts as public events; and (c) the 
reactions and the intended and unintended public consequences.™ 


The Background to the Bishops’ Public Intervention 


It is a widely shared assumption that Vatican ll led to a radical transfor- 
mation of American Catholicism.* The best way of describing this trans- 
formation would probably be to call it a “radical reform from above 
coming from abroad.” Confirming evidence for such a thesis can actually 
be found in two works which try to offer alternative explanations of the 
emergence of American “public” Catholicism. 

In Catholic Bishops in American Politics, Timothy Byrnes argues that 
the bishops’ role in the contemporary American political process can 
only be explained satisfactorily as a reaction to two fundamental changes 
in the American political system: the “expansion of the federal govern- 
ment's authority and initiative” at the expense of state and local power 
and a “shift in the partisan alignment of the national party system” that 
has led to a “more fluid and volatile competition between the parties” 
and to the “discovery of religion as a tool of political mobilization and 
coalition building.” 66 
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Undoubtedly, these two changes determined the historical context 
within which the public actions of the American bishops took place. 
Particularly, the 1973 Supreme Court decision protecting the right of 
women to abortion served as a catalyst for the active involvement of the 
Catholic church in national anti-abortion politics. Catholic support of 
the right-to-life movement was probably the single most important factor 
in alerting the New Right to the mobilization potential of conservative 
religious groups in its project to bring about a major party realignment. 
In turn, the political emergence of the New Christian Right and its role 
in the Reagan “revolution” forced the more liberal sectors of the Catho- 
lic church to rethink their political strategy, to avoid being identified 
with single-issue movements, and to incorporate their opposition to 
abortion in a broad pro-life political strategy, Cardinal Joseph Bernar- 
din’s “seamless garment,” that included opposition to nuclear policies 
and the support of “economic justice for all.” In this respect, the Ameri- 
can political context within which the bishops had to frame their public 
involvement gave added urgency to the need to write the pastoral letters. 

But as Byrnes himself clearly shows, the original impulse and the spirit 
as well as the letter of all the public interventions of the American bish- 
ops can be traced directly to Roman directives and texts: to the docu- 
ments of Vatican II, to papal encyclicals, and to ordinary synods. The 
particular form taken by attempts to implement the new doctrines could 
not help but be shaped and colored by the given American political 
context. 

If there is no doubt that the impulse for the new type of public Cathol- 
icism came from abroad, it is even more obvious that this new Catholi- 
cism has to be understood as a “‘reform from above.” Naturally, liberal 
sectors of American Catholicism, which in different ways had anticipated 
many of the Vatican reforms, welcomed those reforms and tried to 
push them as fast and as far as they could. But it is farfetched to view 
what Joseph Varacalli calls “the establishment of Liberal Catholicism 
in Ámerica” as the result of the rise of a “New Catholic Knowledge 
Class.”4? To explain the transformation of American Catholicism as the 
rise of a new class makes little sense unless one is willing to argue that 
the bishops themselves were the vanguard of the new class. In such a 
case, however, the new class paradigm is hardly illuminating. A theory 
of ideological transformation of the old ruling class would be much more 
appropriate. * 

There are, however, two insights from Varacalli’s use of “new class” 
theory which are relevant. Undoubtedly, the Vatican aggiornamento and 
its reception in the United States took place in the midst of a radical 
restructuring of American society. The storm that, according to John 
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Tracy Ellis, broke over American Catholics in about 1966 came on top 
of the shocks associated with the move of the urban ethnic working class 
to join “the new American society.”% Being the most blue collar, the 
youngest, and the most anti-Communist of all American groups, Catho- 
lics could not but be deeply affected by the educational and occupational 
revolution associated with the coming of postindustrial society, by the 
youth revolt and the counterculture of the 1960s, and by the anti— 
Vietnam War movement. There is no doubt that a new and activist 
intellectual stratum emerged within American Catholicism in the 1960s, 
whose members were to be found among bishops, priests, nuns, and 
laity alike and who became the carriers of the new Catholicism. But the 
neoconservative version of the thesis, which views the process as the rise 
of a new knowledge class usurping power from the old bourgeois class, 
is simply irrelevant in the Catholic context.” 

There is also little doubt that theologians and other Catholic intellec- 
tuals played a crucial role in the Catholic reformation. One only needs 
to recall the role of the “periti” in Vatican II, or the role of a small group 
of Latin-American theologians in the Medellin Conference. Similarly, 
Varacalli has stressed the role played by liberal Catholic intellectuals and 
by the professional bureaucrats who came to control the newly estab- 
lished National Conference of Catholic Bishops/United States Catholic 
Conference (NCCB/USCC), particularly its Advisory Council. The aim 
of Varacalli’s study is to show that the ten-year (1973—83) bicentennial 
program, “A Call to Action: Liberty and Justice for All,” was “conceived 
out of the bosom of the Advisory Council of the NCCB/USCC.””! But 
Varacalli has to admit that the elaborate three-stage bicentennial pro- 
gram was a direct response of the American bishops to Paul VI’s encycli- 
cal Call to Action (1971) and to the 1971 Synod of Bishops’ Justice 
in the World, which pronounced that “‘action on behalf of justice and 
participation in the transformation of the world fully appear to us as a 
constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel, or in other words, 
of the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its 
liberation from every oppressive situation.” ”? 

Conservative Catholics are entitled to believe that these and similar 
statements by popes and by the bishops of the entire church constitute 
a dangerous deviation from Catholic tradition, a secularization that 
transforms the otherworldly transcendent Gospel into an immanent 
Catholic Social Gospel. There would be good empirical grounds for such 
a belief. But given the source of such public statements, conservatives 
have a harder time offering empirical evidence that the activism of liberal 
Catholics constitutes a misinterpretation of Vatican II and a deviation 
from official teachings. Given their respect for the infallibility of such 
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teachings, conservatives cannot possibly argue in public that recent offi- 
cial teachings were erroneous. 

The conservative thesis, central to the “Catholic Restoration” aggres- 
sively pursued by Cardinal Ratzinger, that the expansion of the role of 
the theologians and other Catholic intellectuals led to an illegitimate 
usurpation of the church's magisterium from the bishops has to be 
viewed as part of a revisionist attempt by the Vatican to regain central- 
ized doctrinal control by reinterpreting the “correct” meaning of Vatican 
11.7 The ideological struggles taking place within the church today are 
not primarily those between a conservative hierarchy and a liberal laity, 
nor even those between bishops and dissenting theologians. They are 
struggles within the hierarchy and within the laity over the correct magis- 
terium of the church.”4 

The same dogmatic respect for tradition that constrains any liberal 
reform, and that impedes the possibility that any reformist pope will 
wake up one day and declare the teachings of his predecessor erroneous 
or no longer valid, equally constrains conservative popes and members 
of the Roman Curia in their restorationist projects.” In this respect, the 
official teachings proclaimed by Vatican Il and by subsequent papal and 
synodal declarations can no longer be easily excised from the Catholic 
tradition nor can the reforms instituted by the Vatican aggiornamento 
be easily reversed. At most, a conservative hierarchy may attempt to 
appropriate the exclusive interpretation of the meaning of those teach- 
ings or may attempt to control the process of reform from above, to 
“freeze” the aggiornamento at one particular period of time, or to quell 
the spirit and impulse for reform. Under present historical circumstances, 
however, short of abandoning the universalist claims of the church and 
withdrawing to a fundamentalist sectarian posture, such attempts are 
likely to fail. The present Vatican project of once again centralizing the 
control of doctrinal teaching through the replacement of liberal bishops 
with conservative ones throughout the world is at best a process fraught 
with contingencies whose outcome not even a long-reigning and power- 
ful pope could control. 


Episcopal Speeches as Public Events 


Taking into account the character of the speech writers, the styles of 
discourse, the claims to validity of the speeches, and the stated purpose 
of the speech, one has to differentiate between, on one hand, the pastoral 
letters on war and peace and on the economy and, on the other, the 
bishops’ statements on abortion, as being two significantly different types 
of public discourse. 

The pastoral letters. The pastoral letters The Challenge of Peace and 
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Economic Justice for All were texts approved democratically by a two- 
thirds majority of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, which 
reflected the consensus reached by this collective body after a long pro- 
cess of public, collective deliberation and consultation, with wide com- 
munity participation.”* Indeed, taking into account the scope, the depth, 
and the systematic nature of the public deliberations, one may say that 
the most relevant characteristic of the letters from a public point of view 
was the very process through which they were written. They may be 
viewed perhaps as an empirical approximation of the institutionalization 
of discourse ethics at a general civil society level.” Certainly, from a 
Catholic perspective they represented a radical departure from tradi- 
tional modes of doctrinal and moral teaching. Nothing illustrates this 
better than the hostile reaction of Cardinal Ratzinger: “It is wrong to 
propose the teaching of the bishops merely as the basis for debate; the 
teaching ministry of the bishops means that they lead the people of God 
and therefore their teaching should not be obscured or reduced to one 
element among several in a free debate.” ”* 

Naturally, the episcopal deliberations did not approximate an “ideal 
speech situation.” After all, the speakers were hierarchs who claimed to 
be the authoritative teachers of a particular moral tradition with univer- 
sal validity claims. However, from the outset, the bishops acknowledged 
different levels of normativity and validity claims in their statements. 
There is one unquestioned fundamental value, the sacred dignity of the 
human person, which they assume as the revealed, but also as the ratio- 
nally self-evident, foundation of their system of morality. From this uni- 
versal value there follow certain general norms and moral principles 
which also have universal validity claims. But when it comes to the 
application of these general norms to particular circumstances or to the 
translation of principle into public policy, the bishops admit that this 
requires practical prudential judgment and that only degrees of approxi- 
mation to moral certainty are attainable. Ultimately, in such cases the 
individual conscience has to make the final moral decision. 

Moreover, the same texts are written with two different audiences in 
mind, the Catholic faithful and the general public, to which correspond 
two different claims of authoritative teaching. To Catholics, the texts 
are presented as authoritative moral doctrinal texts which, taking into 
account the different levels of normativity mentioned above, the faithful 
have a moral duty to accept as authoritative guides when making their 
own personal ethical decisions. But even here the bishops leave some 
room for rightful dissent. To the general public, the pastoral letters are 
presented as documents for public reflection and deliberation which 
should have the function of helping to establish collective norms with 
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which to evaluate the morality of public policies and of economic struc- 
tural practices. 

The 1983 Pastoral Letter The Challenge of Peace represented a radical 
departure from the past in a dual sense. Prior to the Vietnam War, the 
American bishops had never tried to apply systematically the Catholic 
“just war” moral tradition to American circumstances. Furthermore, 
the American Catholic church had traditionally offered unquestioning 
support for the foreign policy and the war aims of the American state 
from the revolution to the Vietnam War.’? World War I and World War 
II served to reinforce American Catholic patriotism.* During the Spanish 
Civil War, a brief divergence from American foreign policy emerged 
when the Catholic hierarchy and a majority of American Catholics sup- 
ported Franco's Nationalist uprising, but World War 11 and particularly 
the anti-Communist crusade of the Cold War allowed Catholics to re- 
align themselves securely within the American patriotic camp to such an 
extent that sectors of the Catholic right could appoint themselves as 
inquisitorial guardians of Americanism.®! 

When President Kennedy initiated the American intervention in the 
Vietnam War, he could count on full and unquestioning Catholic sup- 
port, notwithstanding the existence of a small but significant Catholic 
pacifist left, best represented by the Catholic Worker movement.*? In the 
early days of the war, Catholics were generally more hawkish than the 
rest of the population. From 1966 on, however, public opinion surveys 
show that Catholics became consistently and increasingly more dovish 
than Protestants and the general population, at a time when the Catholic 
hierarchy was still supporting the war. Only in 1971, in the Resolution 
on Southeast Asia, after other religious leaders and most Americans had 
condemned the war, did the bishops finally come to the conclusion that 
the Vietnam War no longer met the “just war” criterion of “proportion- 
ality.” 

The 1983 Pastoral Letter was the first systematic moral evaluation of 
nuclear warfare and nuclear military policies from the perspective of 
the Catholic moral tradition.** Critics had been accusing the American 
bishops of concentrating inconsistently and one-sidedly on fighting abor- 
tion while neglecting the much greater threat to human life posed by the 
nuclear arms race. The bishops had also become aware that their one- 
sided support of the pro-life (anti-abortion) movement had been ex- 
ploited politically by the New Right and the Reagan administration at 
a time when the nuclear policies of the administration were raising at 
least the apprehension if not the actual prospect of nuclear war. 

In drafting their pastoral letter, the bishops proceeded inductively, 
discerning first “the signs of the times” and the new historical situation 
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created by the possibility of nuclear human self-destruction. Then they 
brought to bear Catholic moral principles, such as the fundamental com- 
mand to protect human life and the normative criteria of “just war,” to 
come to the conclusion that no nuclear war could possibly meet such 
criteria as just cause, reasonable chance of “success,” proportionality in 
the use of unjust means to achieve just ends, and discrimination in the 
use of violence.® It followed that no nuclear war could ever be morally 
justified. 

The bishops stopped short of condemning the very possession of nu- 
clear weapons as immoral, and, in the words of Bryan Hehir, a ““centime- 
ter of ambiguity” was left open considering the possibility that nuclear 
deterrence might be justified, but only as long as policymakers were 
pursuing arms reductions seriously and decisively. The very threat of 
nuclear retaliation against unarmed civilians was, however, immoral and 
to be condemned. The pastoral called for sharp arms reductions, for a 
“halt” (rather than a “‘freeze”) to the production, testing, and deploy- 
ment of new nuclear weapons, and for a rejection of “first use.”’*® 

The bishops did not derive their opposition to nuclear war from the 
absolute command “Thou shall not kill!’ Against principled pacifism, 
the Catholic church has always maintained the position that killing other 
human beings may be justified ““under certain conditions,” self-defense 
being the most obvious of these conditions. Yet the “‘just war” theory 
was developed not in order to make war morally justifiable but, rather, 
to limit and restrict as much as possible the conditions under which 
killing would be morally permissible. Notwithstanding whether one eval- 
uates the Catholic tradition in the actual application of its criteria as 
either rigorous or lax, it is evident that in this area the Catholic moral 
tradition allows for some flexibility in the application of its universal 
norms to particular circumstances and demands, precisely in order to be 
open to changing circumstances. The pastoral letter also stresses in un- 
usual fashion the ultimate role of the individual conscience in making 
the final decision and, simultaneously, allows the right to dissent when 
the application of moral principle to contingent policies and circum- 
stances demands prudential judgment.*” 

As a form of public moral discourse, the 1986 Pastoral Letter Eco- 
nomic Justice for All had similar characteristics. The main differences 
between the two letters derive from three factors: from the fact that 
there is a much more continuous and systematically developed tradition 
of modern Catholic social teaching from Leo XIs Rerum Novarum 
(1891) to John Paul IPs Laborem Exercens (1981), on which the Ameri- 
can bishops relied in drafting the letter; from the fact that the American 
bishops have issued many more statements on the American economy 
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since the 1919 Program of Social Reconstruction in the context of a 
more openly partisan, ongoing public debate on alternative economic 
policies and, therefore, critics could more easily try to discard the pasto- 
ral letter as a continuation of old Catholic support for New Deal poli- 
cies;®® and, finally, from the fact that modern economies and economic 
policies are much more complex structures, less susceptible to moral 
evaluation, and even less susceptible to moral regulation, than warfare 
or nuclear policies. 

Economic Justice for All is the most detailed, systematic, and thor- 
ough application of Catholic social thought to a concrete, particular 
economy. The bishops are justified in calling their letter “a work of 
careful inquiry, wide consultation, and prayerful discernment.” Two 
aspects of the pastoral letter are particularly noteworthy. The first one 
is connected with the centrality that the principle of “the sacred dignity 
of the human person” has assumed in recent Catholic moral teaching, 
at least since John XXIII’s encyclicals. Indeed, ““the dignity of the human 
person” becomes the measure of all things. Accordingly, “every eco- 
nomic decision and institution” must be judged not only according to 
instrumental rational criteria but “in light of whether it protects or un- 
dermines the dignity of the human person.” Every economic system has 
to be judged “by what it does for and to people and by how it permits 
all to participate in it. 

One of the consequences of using such a criterion is that it frees 
Catholic social thought from the ontological premises of natural law and 
from traditional conceptions of a natural social order. Catholic social 
thought can finally give up the old chimera of a Catholic “third way” 
between capitalism and socialism. There are no “Catholic” solutions to 
social problems. There are only more or less humane solutions. The 
moral task, therefore, is to humanize all social structures. This means 
that solutions cannot be mandated, much less imposed from the outside. 
They can only be proposed for public debate, for experimentation, and 
for adoption after a public consensus has been reached. According to 
the bishops: “There is certainly room for diversity of opinion in the 
Church and in the U.S. society on how to protect the human dignity and 
economic rights of all our brothers and sisters. In our view, however, 
there can be no legitimate disagreement on the basic moral objectives.”?! 

It follows that generalized discourse can be the only appropriate pro- 
cedure for reaching agreement on how best to protect those basic moral 
objectives. It is also obvious from the bishops’ argumentation that they 
derive both the requirement for government intervention and the 
church’s preferential option for the poor precisely from the need to uni- 
versalize the equal access to discourse. Government has “the moral func- 
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tion” of “protecting human rights and securing basic justice for all 
members of the commonwealth.””?? This means that “those who are 
marginalized and whose rights are denied have privileged claims if soci- 
ety is to provide justice for all”? The church’s “preferential option for 
the poor,” in turn, “imposes a prophetic mandate to speak for those 
who have no one to speak for them, to be a defender of the defenseless, 
who in biblical terms are the poor.””* 

A second noteworthy aspect of the pastoral letter is the historicist 
consideration of the American economy not as a particular instance of 
an objective and universal natural social order but, rather, as a moment 
in the unfinished historical project of modernity. The bishops present 
their letter as a contribution to a public debate over what they call “a 
New American Experiment.” They view the economic challenges of to- 
day in similar terms to the political challenges once confronting the 
founding fathers. “In order to create a new form of political democracy 
they were compelled to develop ways of thinking and political institu- 
tions that had never existed before.”? Similarly, in order to complete 
what the bishops call “the unfinished business of the American experi- 
ment” and “to expand economic participation, broaden the sharing of 
economic power, and make economic decisions more accountable to the 
common good,” it will be necessary to take steps as daring as those taken 
by the nations” founders when they created “structures of participation, 
mutual accountability, and widely distributed power to ensure the politi- 
cal rights and freedoms of all.”*é Ultimately, the relevance of the letter 
does not derive from the particular economic policies the bishops pro- 
pose. Even if after public debate all the concrete proposals in the section 
“Selected Economic Policy Issues”? were discarded for not being particu- 
larly useful, the relevance of the letter would still reside in the very 
proposal to extend public ethical discourse to the economic sphere. 

The bishops speak on abortion. For almost two thousand years the 
Catholic church has morally condemned and consistently opposed the 
practice of abortion.” The church proudly considers this to be one of 
its greatest civilizational achievements against the allegedly “barbaric” 
Roman patriarchal practices of abortion and infanticide. This association 
of abortion and infanticide has fatefully determined the structure of 
Catholic moral reasoning on abortion. Vatican II reaffirmed the church’s 
position when it declared that “abortion and infanticide are unspeakable 
crimes.”% In 1967, right after the council, the American bishops made 
clear their opposition to the American Law Institute’s Model Penal Code 
calling for the liberalization of abortion state laws. The bishops reiter- 
ated their opposition in a series of public statements beginning with 
Human Life in Our Day (1968).°? The 1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme 
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Court decision only served to galvanize the bishops into renewed public 
statements and political action. The immediate reaction of the bishops 
was to refuse to “accept the court’s judgment” and to advise people “not 
to follow its reasoning or conclusions.” 1% 

The most important public statements have been the 1974 testimony 
before the Senate Subcommittee on Constitutional Amendments, the 
1976 testimony before the House Subcommittee on Civil and Constitu- 
tional Rights, the 1981 testimony in support of the Hatch Amendment, 
and the 1975 Pastoral Plan for Pro-Life Activities." Most of the 
church's political activities have centered around various attempts to 
reverse Roe v. Wade through a constitutional amendment: the establish- 
ment of the National Committee for a Human Life Amendment as a 
lobby group, the launching and financing of the National Right to Life 
Committee, which later would become the independent right-to-life 
movement, and the bishops’ intervention in electoral politics, particularly 
in the 1976, 1980, and 1984 presidential campaigns. 

A comparison between the pastoral letters and the bishops’ anti- 
abortion statements and activities reveals two radically different forms 
of moral discourse. The bishops’ speech on abortion is inconsistent with 
their Pastoral Letters in three respects: internal semantic inconsistencies 
in the Catholic abortion speech, performative inconsistencies in their 
pragmatic application of moral principles, and procedural inconsistenc- 
ies in the construction of the moral discourse, The attempt by the bishops 
to develop a consistently pro-life moral position, Cardinal Bernardin’s 
“seamless garment,” is indeed commendable.'™ But a closer look at the 
garment reveals that, far from offering a consistent ethic, the section on 
abortion is made up of a different fabric, the cloth has a different weara- 
bility, and, most important, it was made by different weavers using more 
hermetic techniques. 


Semantic Inconsistencies 


At first sight, the Catholic position on abortion appears airtight. At least 
in their testimonies, the bishops seem to imply that their moral reasoning 
has the irrefutable logical force of a deductive syllogism. Usually, the 
syllogism has the following form: human life is sacred; individuated 
human life begins at conception; therefore, abortion is the sacrilegious 
killing of an unborn person. The absolute, fundamentalist way with 
which the church defends the conclusion can only raise suspicion consid- 
ering the ambiguities and uncertainties built into the two premises. 
Catholic arguments tend to use the terms “human life” and “human 
person” interchangeably, thus begging the real question. Is “‘sacred dig- 
nity” an inviolable attribute of biological human life or of the human 
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person? Given the otherworldly ascetic devaluation of life that one finds 
in traditional Catholic moral doctrines and in traditional Catholic prac- 
tices, “moderns” cannot but welcome the zeal with which the Catholic 
church has recently assumed the defense of human rights throughout the 
world, worldly life being after all the most basic right and one of the 
fundamental values of modernity. But a church which every day cele- 
brates not the life but the death of so many martyrs cannot possibly 
sacralize biological life itself. It is personhood, humanization, or, in tradi- 
tional theological language, “ensoulment” that imparts sacredness to 
life, not the other way around. 

To rely on modern biological science to answer the theological (or 
sociological) question of “animation,” neglecting in the process the theo- 
logical insights of the church’s own tradition may make for good testi- 
mony before a congressional committee or may serve the purpose of 
political mobilization, but it does not necessarily produce better theol- 
ogy. To try to hide or declare irrelevant the theological disagreements 
on this issue within the Catholic tradition, or, worse, to try to silence 
contemporary Catholic theologians who raise these issues, may make 
for clear and unambiguous official Catholic teaching but it may also 
undermine the public credibility of the church’s teaching. 

There is no doubt whatsoever that biological human life begins at 
conception. But to affirm categorically, without allowing any doubt or 
dissenting opinion, that the fetus is a person from the moment of concep- 
tion disregards the fundamental ontological problem created by the fact 
that, at the very least, it is highly questionable to talk in absolute terms 
of human individuation as long as the possibility of twinning and recom- 
bination exists. An even more serious problem emerges from the fact that 
perhaps up to half of all fertilized eggs may be lost before implantation in 
the womb. As Karl Rahner and other Catholic theologians have implied, 
to claim categorically that the wasted eggs are human persons who de- 
serve the same protection from God, “the Lord of life,” as any other 
person presents serious theological difficulties. Only the most fatalistic 
conception of God as an arbitrary despot could humanly justify the ways 
of such a god. 

The raising of these issues should not be read as semantic sophistry. 
Even if one accepts the view that none of these arguments undermines 
the basic Catholic moral principle that abortion is morally wrong, none- 
theless they call into question the absolute, fundamentalist inflexibility 
of the Catholic claims by introducing at least one “centimeter of ambigu- 
ity” into Catholic moral discourse. A comparison with “just war” theory 
immediately shows the different criteria used in the two moral spheres. 
The direct killing of other human beings in war may be justified under 
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certain conditions. But the direct killing of the unborn may never be 
justified, even when the life of the mother is endangered. There can be 
a “just war,” but there could never possibly be a “just abortion.” 1% 
Like the moral theory of “just war,” the purpose of a moral theory of 
“just abortion” should not necessarily be to make the justification of 
abortion easy but, rather, to set morally consistent criteria that would 
delimit the conditions under which an otherwise regrettable and, if possi- 
ble, avoidable action might nonetheless be permissible. 

In the case of war, the Catholic moral tradition eschews both funda- 
mentalist pacifism and amoral realpolitik. When it comes to abortion, 
however, the church's refusal to consider the parameters under which 
abortion may be morally justified leaves the field of moral discourse open 
to the extreme fundamentalist positions confronting each other on the 
abortion front: the pro-life position where every abortion is murder and 
the pro-choice position where the unlimited right to abortion is part of 
women's possessive right to their bodies or is simply a matter of individ- 
ual free choice.! By contrast, public opinion polls consistently show 
that most people can accept the moral ambiguities inherent in the often 
distressing choice of abortion. Most people believe that abortion 
amounts to the regrettable killing of unborn life, but nonetheless they 
also believe that “under certain conditions” killing may be justified and 
is not the moral equivalent of murder.!% The acceptance of this moral 
ambiguity has to be the point of departure for discourse ethics on 
abortion. 


Performative Inconsistencies 


One may distinguish four different levels in the bishops’ speeches: the 
moral doctrinal teachings, the normative prescriptions to individual con- 
sciences, the public policy recommendations, and the calls to political 
mobilization. At each of these levels there are clear discrepancies between 
the speech on abortion and the speeches on war and the economy. At 
the level of moral theory, as already indicated, the pastoral letters admit 
different levels of authoritative validity claims in the bishops’ teachings. 
From the universally valid principle of the sacred dignity of the human 
person, with which there can be no legitimate disagreement, to the partic- 
ular norms concerning military and economic practices, there are com- 
plex intermediate reasoning steps and concrete circumstances to be taken 
into account that do not allow for absolute certainty in the normative 
conclusions. Concerning these conclusions, therefore, there is room for 
legitimate disagreement.!% 

When it comes to the teaching on abortion, however, the church 
leaves no room for legitimate disagreement. The church has censored 


196 Chapter 7 


and prohibited from teaching in Catholic universities theologians who, 
while accepting the official teachings, have shown some of the ambiguity 
and uncertainty on this issue that one finds in traditional Catholic moral 
theology.!% Similarly, the church has severely reprimanded and de- 
manded a recantation from priests and nuns who have expressed publicly 
their disagreement with some aspects of the official teachings on 
abortion.!%” 

The same discrepancy can be found in the different prescriptive obli- 
gations with which the church presents its norms to the individual con- 
science.!!° In the case of the pastoral letters, a realm of contingent pru- 
dential judgment is left open where the individual conscience, guided by 
the Catholic normative tradition, has to assume ultimate moral responsi- 
bility for the personal decision.!!* When it comes to abortion, however, 
the church has drawn a very clear line. A canonical threat of automatic 
excommunication hangs over any Catholic procuring or helping to pro- 
cure an abortion. !!? 

At the level of public policy, the concrete policy recommendations in 
the pastoral letters are meant precisely as that, as recommendations 
which the bishops offer to the American public for deliberation and 
debate. In the case of abortion, by contrast, the church seeks to translate 
immediately its normative recommendations into law. One day after the 
Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision, the NCCB ad hoc committee on 
pro-life activities replied that “every legal possibility . . . be explored to 
challenge the opinion of the United States Supreme Court decision which 
withdraws all legal safeguards for the right to life of the unborn 
child.” 113 According to Bishop James McHugh, then staff director of the 
committee, this meant in practice organizing a campaign in favor of a 
constitutional amendment making abortion a legal crime.''4 By Novem- 
ber of that year, the pro-life committee published a Resolution wishing 
“to make it clear beyond a doubt to our fellow citizens that we consider 
the passage of a prolife constitutional amendment a priority of the high- 
est order.” 1! Indeed, by their commitment of significant financial, insti- 
tutional, and mobilizational resources to this goal, the bishops showed 
that this was no empty moral talk. 

It is this resolute institutional commitment of the American Catholic 
church to the criminalization of abortion which has raised fundamental 
issues about the place and role of religion in the public sphere and re- 
opened old concerns about the threat Romanism and Catholic power 
pose to modern freedoms and republican institutions.'!® Although some 
technical constitutional issues of the separation of church and state are 
also involved, particularly in terms of the tax-exempt status of religious 
organizations that commit their institutional resources to partisan politi- 
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cal causes, 1 believe that the more fundamental issue is that of the differ- 
entiation of legality and morality in modern pluralistic civil societies. 
Indeed, against the charges of Romanist threats to American freedoms, 
the bishops could easily reply that they are acting in the typical American 
moral crusade fashion first established by Evangelical Protestantism in 
the nineteenth century. Against the charges of church establishment the 
bishops have always replied that they respect fully the constitutional 
separation of church and state and that their opposition to abortion 
takes place fully within democratic and constitutional channels. Against 
the charges that they are trying to impose “Catholic” morality, the bish- 
ops’ usual reply is that abortion is not a “Catholic” issue, that what is 
at stake is the universal human issue of the violation of the most basic 
right to life of unborn “children.” 

From the bishops’ statements it is obvious that their “fundamentalist” 
opposition to abortion does not derive solely, not even primarily, from 
traditionalist Catholic dogma. In their public interventions, they rarely 
make references to traditional Catholic doctrine and they no longer tend 
to base their reasoning on traditional natural law theory. Their funda- 
mentalism seems to derive rather from the absolute certainty with which 
moderns tend to hold certain ideas as self-evident truths and certain 
claims as inalienable human rights. In addition, they buttress their rea- 
soning with what they claim to be overwhelming empirical scientific 
evidence from modern biology and modern medicine that individuated 
life begins at conception. Finally, they defend their activism in terms of 
the prophetic mandate which the church has recently assumed as the 
defender of the weak, the defenseless, and the speechless. To the critics 
they untiredly reply with the same rhetorical question: Who could be 
more innocent, weak, defenseless, and speechless than the unborn 
“child”? 

Given this combination of deeply felt convictions, which are shared 
unanimously by the American bishops, it is unlikely that the bishops will 
soon change their teachings or stop their public moral condemnations 
of the practice of abortion. But there is some evidence that the public 
debate which they themselves to a large extent initiated has forced them 
to rethink their ideas about how best to translate their moral theories 
into legal practice in the public-policy realm.!!” 

The blunders of some bishops in the 1984 electoral campaign and the 
forceful reply of Mario Cuomo in his September speech at the University 
of Notre Dame probably marks a turning point in the public intervention 
of the bishops on the abortion issue.'!® Governor Cuomo showed that 
he could not be intimidated in the way that Archbishops John O’Connor 
and Bernard Law and Bishop James Timlin tried to intimidate vice- 
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presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro and other Catholic public 
officials for trying to separate “illogically” (B. Law) or “irrationally” 
(J. O’Connor) their private Catholic morality and their public support 
for the constitutional protection of the privacy of a woman's right to 
abortion. Governor Cuomo began his speech, “Religious Belief and Pub- 
lic Morality: A Catholic Governor's Perspective,” by readily accepting 
the church's official teachings on abortion and by stating publicly that 
he (and his wife) felt dutybound in conscience to follow personally these 
teachings. Yet he argued publicly and compellingly his disagreement with 
the stated public policy goal of the American bishops to pass a constitu- 
tional amendment prohibiting abortion as well as with their support for 
restrictive legislation limiting public funding for abortion. 

Instead of answering in customary liberal fashion that publicly elected 
officials are sworn to uphold the Constitution in public, Mario Cuomo 
offered compelling theoretical arguments for the need to differentiate 
morality and legality in modern pluralistic civil societies. In addition, he 
argued pragmatically that if the bishops truly wanted to see the number 
of abortions in the country decrease, they should accompany him in 
looking for other, more viable policy proposals which could accomplish 
this practical goal better than an ill-conceived constitutional amendment 
banning abortion, which would be nonenforceable and could only bring 
about the disastrous experience of Prohibition all over again. Since the 
speech, no bishop has said again that he does not understand how Catho- 
lic public officials can in good conscience fail to support a constitutional 
amendment banning abortion or how they can vote to fund abortion, 
or how Catholics can vote for such public officials. 

Governor Cuomo’s speech probably accomplished more than the at- 
tempts of liberal bishops to convince their conservative colleagues of the 
need to expand their all-consuming pro-life stand against abortion into 
an all-inclusive pro-life “seamless garment.” At issue was not only the 
need to develop a more consistent ethic but, rather, the need to rethink 
more systematically the proper relation between religious doctrines, indi- 
vidual conscience, private and public morality, legality, and politics. 
Mary Hanna has observed that “the fascinating thing about the Catholic 
bishops’ participation in the 1988 elections was how little of it there 
was.” 1! 

It is at the level of public mobilization that the discrepancies in the 
bishops’ position have been most evident. Certainly, the bishops ex- 
pected that Catholics would take the norms and the policy proposals 
stated in the pastoral letters seriously and would try to work toward their 
implementation. For instance, many Catholic citizens, bishops included, 
became involved in the peace movement, in strikes, or in initiatives re- 
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lated to economic policy issues. But the bishops, as bishops, did not try 
to mobilize Catholic citizens or voters in support of these initiatives, nor 
did they commit substantial financial or institutional church resources 
to such mobilization. 

In the case of abortion, by contrast, the bishops played a crucial role 
in the launching of the right-to-life movement, which for a long time, 
even after its separation from the hierarchy, remained a predominantly 
“Catholic” movement.!? The National Committee for a Human Life 
Amendment (NCHLA) probably became the most important lobbying 
group working for the passage of anti-abortion amendments. Moreover, 
beginning with the 1976 presidential campaign, by their screening of 
political candidates and elected public officials in terms of their positions 
on abortion, the bishops played a crucial role in making abortion a 
crucial “political” issue. 

During the 1984 presidential campaign, in particular, some conserva- 
tive bishops entered the electoral fray shamelessly. Openly contradicting 
the stated opposition of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops to 
“single-issue voting,” Archbishop Bernard Law of Boston made public 
a statement signed by eighteen New England bishops citing abortion 
as “the critical issue in this campaign.” !?! In their attempts to sway 
Catholic voters, the bishops had forgotten not only Bishop John 
England’s “plain distinction” but the bishops’ own official teachings 
from Vatican II: 


It is of supreme importance, especially in a pluralistic society, to work out a 
proper vision of the relationship between the political community and the church, 
and to distinguish clearly between the activities of Christians, acting individually 
or collectively in their own name as citizens guided by the dictates of a Christian 


conscience and their activity along with their pastors in the name of the 
church.!24 


The fact that Cardinal O’Connor quotes this very paragraph in his 
1986 reflection “From Theory to Practice in the Public-Policy Realm” 
indicates that the bishops may have learned an important public lesson. 
Yet he still seems puzzled by the fact that American bishops are expected 
to refrain from endorsing or criticizing particular candidates, learning to 
“separate issues from the persons who espouse them,” while Cardinal 
Sin and the Philippine bishops are lauded for their opposition to Presi- 
dent Marcos and Bishop Tutu is praised for his attacks on Mr. Botha 
and the system of apartheid. He asks, “Is there some uniqueness in the 
American system which, unlike the Philippine or South African experi- 
ence, makes it possible to divorce policy from person in the practical 
order?” !?3 The answer should be evident to anybody who understands 
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the difference between modern, pluralistic democratic societies and au- 
thoritarian regimes or “‘racial democracies.” The same Catholic bishops 
who were so effective in supporting the mobilization of civil society 
against authoritarian regimes in Spain, Poland, and Brazil have generally 
refrained from intervening in electoral politics once a democratic politi- 
cal society has come into place.!?* 


Procedural Inconsistencies 


Of all the inconsistencies in the bishops’ public moral discourse, perhaps 
the most serious are the procedural ones, namely, the blatant discrepan- 
cies in the way in which the bishops construct their moral discourse in 
the pastoral letters and their moral discourse on abortion. In the pastoral 
letters they begin inductively, discerning “the signs of the times” and 
inviting all those concerned to participate in the open public construction 
of the moral discourse. The discourse went through several drafts, and 
the final text was approved using normal democratic procedures for 
reaching a consensus. 

By contrast, when they construct their moral discourse on abortion, 
the bishops refuse to acknowledge one of the most evident and significant 
“signs of the times,” the universal-historical movement of the liberation 
of women from patriarchy and all its consequences. The refusal to see 
the significance of this historical change in “the economy of salvation” 
can only be attributed to the patriarchal prejudice, to what feminist 
theologians call the “sin of sexism,” that is inherent in the Catholic 
moral tradition and in the institutional structures of the church.!? 

One may find the church’s response to the “social question” in the 
nineteenth century woefully inadequate, but the church recognized that 
the question existed and tried to offer its own solutions, thinking that 
the socialist response to the social question was inherently wrong. When 
it comes to the women's question, by contrast, the church still has to 
recognize that the question exists either in society or in the church. 
Apparently, there is a modern feminist heresy, but there is no modern 
women’s question, at least not one that would require the revision of 
traditional Catholic moral teachings. To their credit, the American bish- 
ops have been ready to begin to face the issue in a new pastoral letter. 
But the tortuous progress of the letter so far, liberals and conservatives 
now agreeing that perhaps it would be better to remain silent rather 
than to commit some fundamental “error,” indicates that Rome is not 
yet ready to come to grips with the question.!? Most American bishops 
realize that the question is not going to go away. If they capitulate once 
again to Rome’s pressure, however, trying to avoid a new “‘Americanist 
heresy,” American Catholicism may again lose a golden historical oppor- 
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tunity to lead not only the universal church but also American society 
on this issue.!2’ 

In contrast to the process of consultation used in writing the pastoral 
letters, binding normative decisions on abortion are handed down from 
above without giving all those concerned any chance or recourse to a 
hearing, explanation, justification, or claim. Indeed, the most striking 
aspect of the episcopal moral discourse on abortion is not only that 
women are never consulted before the bishops hand down their moral 
commandments but that women—that is, pregnant women—do not 
even appear in the discourse as moral agents over whose lives the bishops 
moralize and decide. Women are deprived of moral agency. They become 
simply the bearers of a natural life process to which they have been 
destined by nature and with which they have no right to interfere. 

Indeed, the church's assertion that in its opposition to abortion it is 
only defending the rights and the human dignity of the unborn person 
becomes more difficult to accept, the more the church refuses to recog- 
nize that those rights may be in conflict with the rights and the human 
dignity of pregnant women. The moral scenario in the church's abortion 
play is written in such a way that no right or claim could ever have 
precedence over or overrule the right to life of the unborn. Ultimately, 
it is a question of whether the church is willing to recognize the rights 
of women to become free moral agents and whether the human dignity of 
women is reconcilable with the notion that women and their consciences 
should be coerced into carrying unwanted pregnancies. 

Two relevant points from the Catholic moral tradition could be 
brought into play in the ethical discourse of abortion. The bishops could 
argue, first, that the absolute privatization of individual morality dis- 
solves the intersubjective nature of all morality into arbitrary decisionist 
freedom and, second, that possessive individualist property rights can 
never be absolute. But these points can never be properly heard as long 
as the church refuses to accept the fact that issues of women's freedom 
or women's control over their bodies have any relevance at all in dis- 
cussing the “crime” of abortion. The result is “the clash of absolutes,” 
the irreconcilable conflict of the claims of the two fundamental values 
of modernity, life and freedom, failing to recognize each other.!? 


Reactions, Consequences, and Public Relevance of the Bishops’ 
Public Speeches 


By a strict rational-strategic criterion of success in achieving clearly 
stated goals, one would have to admit that the bishops’ public speeches 
have not been very effective. If the aim of the pastoral letter on the 
economy was to change American economic policies, one may surmise 
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that its effects were nil. American nuclear policies were altered in accor- 
dance with the aims of the pastoral letter in a way which even the bishops 
could not possibly have imagined. But it is safe to guess that the changes 
did not happen mainly or primarily because of the pastoral letter. Indeed, 
one could point to the amoral cosmic irony implied by the fact that it 
was the very realistic threat of uncontrolled escalation in the arms race 
posed by the policies of the Reagan administration that may have precipi- 
tated the collapse of the Soviet system and the end of MAD (Mutual 
Assured Destruction) nuclear deterrence policies. But it is in the case of 
abortion, where the bishops stated a clearly defined goal, the passage of 
a pro-life constitutional amendment, and where they acted most strategi- 
cally, that it is obvious that the bishops’ speeches did not have their 
intended effects. Today, the passage of such an amendment is as far 
away as ever and it has become obvious that the bishops do not even 
control “the Catholic vote.” Even if one could still speak meaningfully 
of a Catholic vote, opinion surveys show that Catholic voters have in- 
creasingly moved away from their bishops precisely on the issue of 
abortion. 

Yet it would be inappropriate, indeed fallacious, to attempt to mea- 
sure the public relevance of the bishops’ public speeches by using the 
criteria of rational-strategic action.!?? A look at some of the public reac- 
tions to the bishops’ speeches may offer a more appropriate indirect 
indication of their public relevance. Measured by the sheer volume of 
public debate which they originated, the bishops had a resounding suc- 
cess. Moreover, when the bishops spoke, Wall Street, the Pentagon, Con- 
gress, and the White House not only listened but felt compelled to re- 
spond. But a look at the nature of some of the responses may serve to 
measure the public relevance of the speeches better than the sheer volume 
of response or the influential status of the respondents. 

One of the immediate effects of the bishops’ speeches was to challenge 
successfully liberal and secularist claims that religion ought to be re- 
stricted to an allegedly private religious sphere. Against liberal claims 
that religion should not “meddle in politics” and against the claims 
of theories of secularization that religion should “focus on its primary 
function” and concentrate on “finding answers to religious questions 
uncontaminated by secondary considerations stemming from the econ- 
omy, the polity, the family, or science,”*% the bishops established what 
J. Bryan Hehir has called “the right and competence of.the church” to 
intervene in public affairs. ?** 

Most important, however, the bishops did not secure this right and 
competence only for themselves as bishops. Instead, they defended 
against the technocratic claims of self-appointed experts the right and 
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competence of all citizens to participate in the public debate of all issues 
which affect their lives. Indeed, the bishops stated repeatedly that they 
did not enter the public debate as “experts” in nuclear or economic 
policies. But by doing so, they questioned the attempts of the “experts” 
to protect these policies from public debate.!*? By establishing the right 
to bring Catholic normative traditions to bear upon deliberations of 
the rightness and justness of defense and economic policies, the bishops 
challenged the claims of the differentiated political and economic spheres 
that they should be evaluated solely in terms of intrinsic, functionally 
rational criteria without regard to extraneous moral considerations. Sim- 
ilarly, the bishops also challenged liberal claims that morality should be 
left to the individual moral conscience. 

While acknowledging the right and competence of the bishops to 
speak publicly, critics have faulted the content of their speeches on vari- 
ous counts: for being too “partisan,” for being too general without spe- 
cific policy recommendations, for being “all talk no action,” for being 
not radical and prophetic enough. The very contradictory nature of these 
criticisms may indicate not so much that the bishops may have been 
unclear in their aims as, rather, that their message was a complex one 
that defied easy characterization. Indeed, most critics may have missed 
what was perhaps the publicly most relevant aspect of the bishops” 
speeches, namely, the legitimation of discourse ethics itself in the political 
and economic spheres. 

The accusation of political partisanship turns spurious the moment 
one considers that liberal critics accused the bishops of pro-Reaganism 
for their abortion stand, while conservative critics accused them of “ec- 
clesiastical Mondaleism” in their pastoral letters. One may come to the 
conclusion either that the bishops were inconsistent and ineffective in 
terms of electoral party alliances or, more plausibly, that their normative 
position cuts across party lines. There is substantive evidence that the 
religious-political conflicts in American life do not fall along denomina- 
tional lines but, rather, cut across denominations, creating what has been 
called “unlikely alliances.” '3? One could easily draw three conclusions 
from the available empirical evidence. First, there no longer exists a 
Catholic vote, since Catholics tend to be distributed in a proportionate 
manner across the entire American political-ideological spectrum.'*4 
Therefore, the bishops can hardly be said to represent any particular 
political constituency or be its spokespersons. Second, Catholic religious 
leaders, like American Protestant and Jewish religious leaders, can be 
“dichotomized into theologically liberal and conservative camps.” ! Fi- 
nally, and most important, Catholic religious leaders are more uniformly 
“conservative” on issues of sexual and family morality and more uni- 
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formly “progressive” on economic, political, and international issues 
than the American population, than the Catholic laity, and than other 
religious leaders. Since one finds a similar conservative uniformity on 
issues of sexual morality and a similar progressive uniformity on issues of 
economic, political, and international morality among Catholic religious 
leaders throughout the world, it would not be farfetched to conclude 
that the source of the American bishops’ speeches is to be found in global 
Catholic doctrinal positions rather than in American electoral party 
preferences. '?° 

While neoconservative critics, who did not like some of the bishops’ 
concrete policy recommendations, tended to criticize the bishops for their 
partisanship or for their false prophetic pretensions, progressive Catho- 
lics by contrast tended to fault the bishops for their caution and failure 
to declare more explicitly their partisanship for specific policy recom- 
mendations, for their reticence to mobilize institutional resources in sup- 
port of these recommendations, and for not being prophetic enough, 
having failed to present radical alternatives to the capitalist system.?*” By 
comparison with the determined commitment of the bishops to specific 
policies on abortion, the pastoral letters could indeed be viewed as vague, 
empty moralizing. But the bishops’ failure to be more specific, to be 
more radical, and to call to action can be seen as virtues rather than 
defects. The internal Catholic critique, like the neoconservative one, 
tends to miss what may have been the most novel and relevant aspect 
of the bishops’ pastoral letters. The fact that the bishops’ rather meager 
policy recommendations could be classified as moderately center-left in 
the American ideological spectrum is not particularly relevant. One could 
even argue that the concrete policy recommendations were not central 
to the letters. It was the very reticence of the bishops to present authorita- 
tive Catholic solutions to contemporary societal problems that was most 
significant. What the bishops did was to present the Catholic normative 
tradition as the basis for public debate. They did not claim to know the 
answers, a claim which de facto would tend to preclude any public 
debate, leaving room only for partisan mobilization. In the pastoral let- 
ters the bishops only claimed to possess valid normative principles which 
should serve to inform the public debate, a debate in which all affected 
should participate and to which all should have equal access. 

Ultimately, the most relevant aspect of the bishops’ public speeches 
was the very fact of the bishops having entered what Richard J. Neuhaus 
has called “the naked public square,” 138 not in order to establish their 
church as the church in the square and not in order to mobilize its 
“divisions” against religious and secular enemies but, rather, in order to 
participate in public debate. One does not need to accept Neuhaus’s 
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neoconservative argument that without religion the public square will 
be “naked” and democracy will therefore suffer. But one could propose 
the more defensible thesis that normative traditions constitute the very 
condition of possibility for ethical discourse and that, fictional “ideal 
speech situations” and “original positions” notwithstanding, without 
normative traditions neither rational public debate nor discourse ethics 
is likely to take place. It seems self-evident that religious normative tradi- 
tions should have the same rights as any other normative tradition to 
enter the public sphere as long as they play by the rules of open public 
debate. Indeed, it is when other nonreligious normative traditions have 
failed, abandoned the public sphere, or abdicated their public role that 
religious normative traditions are likely to step in to fill the public vac- 
uum, One after another, all the modern public institutions which at first 
tended to exercise some of the public functions traditionally performed 
by religious institutions abandoned their public normative roles: aca- 
demic philosophy, the specialized social sciences, the universities, the 
press, politicians, intellectuals.*?? Under such circumstances one cannot 
but welcome the return of religion to the naked public square. 

This return, however, has brought into public view two probably 
unintended effects of the bishops’ interventions. The first is that the 
bishops today have much less power of political mobilization than old 
Protestants and liberals feared that they would. At times the bishops 
sound much like prophets clamoring in the desert. The second is that 
the bishops cannot enter the public sphere without necessarily exposing 
Catholic normative traditions and ecclesiastical institutional structures 
to public scrutiny. 

The failure to mobilize effectively the Catholic faithful and Catholic 
politicians behind a pro-life constitutional amendment only made pub- 
licly evident what had already become obvious in the sphere of private 
morality, namely, that the Catholic hierarchy does not control the con- 
sciences of American Catholics. The general rejection by lay Catholics 
of the church’s teachings on sexual morality, particularly of those pro- 
claimed in Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae (1968), made clear not 
only that Catholics were ready to disobey church commandments, some- 
thing which as sinners Catholics have always done, but that they were 
consciously dissenting from church doctrines, in good conscience, with- 
out thinking that they were acting immorally and without believing that 
they were unfaithful to the Catholic church. 

Implicitly at least, by their ecclesiastical disobedience in combination 
with their expressed unwillingness to leave the church, indeed through 
their refusal to consider that by disobeying the church hierarchy they 
are breaking communion with the church, Catholics are saying that they 
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have internalized the teachings of the Vatican II in a way the council 
fathers may not have anticipated when they proclaimed the doctrine of 
freedom of conscience and when they defined the church as the people 
of God. Implicitly at least, Catholics are saying that they are the people 
of God, that the church also belongs to them, not only to the hierarchy, 
that, irrespective of what the hierarchy says, they will not feel excommu- 
nicated from their church, that they also have a right to participate in 
the interpretation of the meaning of the Catholic normative tradition for 
contemporary circumstances, and that ultimately they individually have 
the moral obligation to apply in conscience Catholic normative principles 
to their own personal situation. What Andrew Greeley has called “do it 
yourself” or ““selective Catholicism” is another way of saying that Ameri- 
can Catholics have reached the level of modern reflexive religion or the 
stage Of postconventional morality.!* 

If the hierarchy no longer controls the consciences of the faithful in 
the private sphere, much less do they control the consciences and the 
activities of Catholics in the public sphere. It is well understood that in 
a modern, pluralistic, democratic civil society the church can no longer 
legislate public morality and therefore has to abandon the model of 
church establishment. But beyond that, the church will also have to 
abandon the very model of Catholic political mobilization or Catholic 
Action in the public sphere. Given the pluralistic internal structure of 
“the people of God,” every political mobilization in one particular direc- 
tion can only call forth the countermobilization of dissenting Catholics 
in the opposite direction. 

In their comprehensive survey of the beliefs, practices, and values of 
American Catholics, George Gallup, Jr., and Jim Castelli point to what 
they see as “a real contradiction”: “On one hand, a majority of lay 
Catholics agree with positions taken by the bishops on issues such as 
arms control, Central America, abortion, education, and economic pol- 
icy; on the other hand, there is a strong resistance to the Church’s being 
involved in the political arena.”?** But there is no contradiction here. 
Lay Catholics are simply making a distinction between involvement in 
the public sphere of civil society and involvement in the public sphere 
of political society. Survey data suggest that Catholics for the most part 
want their bishops to speak up on public issues. In other words, they 
want Catholicism to be a public religion, Yet, as Gallup and Castelli 
point out, “American Catholics of all political persuasions do not want 
their bishops to appear even remotely to be telling them how to vote.” 14 
Nor would they apparently support a Catholic party, Catholic Action, 
or a Catholic political movement. Catholics respect the distinction drawn 
by Vatican II between their activities “in their own name as citizens 
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guided by the dictates of a Christian conscience and their activity along 
with their pastors in the name of the church.” !” 

The liberal wall of separation served historically not only to protect 
state and society from religious establishment and the political and eco- 
nomic spheres from extraneous normative concerns, but also to protect 
the private religious sphere from public intervention and from public 
scrutiny. If the bishops through their public intervention have now as- 
serted their “right and competence” to intervene in public affairs, at 
least implicitly they also have come to recognize the public’s right to 
judge their pronouncements in accordance with the universalistic criteria 
of open, rational debate which, at least ideally, govern the public sphere. 
Once they have come to accept these criteria in their public interventions, 
any attempt to draw a new wall of separation between the church as a 
public institution and the church as a private ecclesiastical institution 
will become increasingly difficult. Inevitably, criteria from the public 
sphere will spill over into the ecclesiastical sphere and one can expect 
that the people of God will demand participation in the continuous 
historical process of interpretation of the church’s normative teachings, 
that women will demand equal access to the universal priesthood of the 
people of God, that eventually the ecclesiastical institution will have to 
learn to respect the human dignity of all its members, and that the church 
will have to stop inquisitorial proceedings against its own theologians 
and peremptory demands of public recantation from its dissidents.“ 
Ultimately, a church which claims to be a public, universal church will 
have to accept “faithful dissent” within its walls in the same way that 
modern democratic societies have to accept the principle of “civil disobe- 
dience.” Only by retreating again to a private sectarian refuge and aban- 
doning its claims to be a public religion in the modern world can the 
church escape the unintended consequences of having entered the mod- 
ern public sphere. 


JII 


Conclusion 


8 The Deprivatization of 
Modern Religion 


The pre-text and point of departure of this study was the empirical 
proposition that we are witnessing the deprivatization of religion in the 
modern world. The impulse behind the study was the realization that 
the dominant sociological theories of religion in the modern world and 
the dominant liberal or civic republican models of analysis of the private/ 
public distinction were of little help when trying to come to terms theo- 
retically, analytically, and practically with this new, or at least newly 
appreciated, fact. Thus, there was a need to rethink systematically the 
relationship of religion and modernity, and the possible roles religions 
may play in the public sphere of modern societies. This study has been 
an attempt in this direction. 

What are the conditions of possibility for modern public religions? 
This is the fundamental question that was addressed systematically in 
the first theoretical part through a critical reconstruction of the paradigm 
of secularization and through an analysis of various modes of conceptu- 
alizing the private/public distinction and their possible articulation with 
the religious sphere. A series of related general theoretical-analytical 
propositions are developed that are subsequently substantiated in the 
case studies. 

The paradigm of secularization has been the main theoretical and 
analytical framework through which the social sciences have viewed the 
relationship of religion and modernity. A central thesis and main theoret- 
ical premise of this work has been that what usually passes for a single 
theory of secularization is actually made up of three very different, un- 
even and unintegrated propositions: secularization as differentiation of 
the secular spheres from religious institutions and norms, secularization 
as decline of religious beliefs and practices, and secularization as margin- 
alization of religion to a privatized sphere. If the premise is correct, it 
should follow from the analytical distinction that the fruitless seculariza- 
tion debate can end only when sociologists of religion begin to examine 
and test the validity of each of the three propositions independently of 
each other. 
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It is simply fallacious to argue, for instance, that the permanence or 
increase in religious beliefs and practices, and the continuous emergence 
of new religions and the revival of old ones in the United States or 
anywhere else, serves as empirical confirmation that the theory of secu- 
larization is a myth. It only confirms the need to refine the theory by 
distinguishing between the general historical structural trend of secular 
differentiation and the different ways in which different religions in dif- 
ferent places respond to and are affected by the modern structural trend 
of differentiation. Similarly, it is incorrect to claim that the role religion 
has recently played in political conflicts throughout the world serves to 
invalidate empirically the theory of secularization. But no less incongru- 
ous is the position of those defenders of the theory of secularization who 
use the thesis of privatization to accuse religion of trespassing illegiti- 
mately on the public sphere or of crossing systemic boundaries by assum- 
ing nonreligious roles.' 

Properly speaking, this work is not a comprehensive or systematic 
study of the theory of secularization nor is there any attempt to test 
or validate conclusively each of the three different propositions of the 
paradigm, The study’s main aim was to develop an appropriate theoreti- 
cal-analytical framework for the comparative historical study of public 
religions in the modern world. Nonetheless, the study offers some general 
claims or hypotheses about each of the three subtheses of the theory of 
secularization that later find at least partial substantiation in the compar- 
ative historical studies. 

Concerning the first thesis, that of secularization as differentiation, it 
is a central claim of this study that this remains the valid core of the 
theory of secularization. The differentiation and emancipation of the 
secular spheres from religious institutions and norms remains a general 
modern structural trend. Indeed, this differentiation serves precisely as 
one of the primary distinguishing characteristics of modern structures. 
Each of the two major modern societal systems, the state and the econ- 
omy, as well as other major cultural and institutional spheres of soci- 
ety —science, education, law, art—develops its own institutional auton- 
omy, as well as its intrinsic functional dynamics. Religion itself is 
constrained not only to accept the modern principle of structural differ- 
entiation of the secular spheres but also to follow the same dynamic and 
to develop an autonomous differentiated sphere of its own. 

This study is also not the place to explicate, illustrate, or substantiate 
this process of differentiation in each of the spheres. It has only at- 
tempted to analyze some aspects of the process of differentiation of the 
religious and the political sphere, first theoretically in the first part, by 
exploring the dynamics of differentiation of the religious and political 
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communities, and then in the case studies by analyzing different patterns 
of separation of church and state. It is a central claim of this study, again 
first elaborated theoretically and later substantiated in the comparative 
historical studies, that established churches are incompatible with mod- 
ern differentiated states and that the fusion of the religious and political 
community is incompatible with the modern principle of citizenship. 

This claim, however, is not new. lt is as old as the Enlightenment 
critique of religion in all its variants (American, French, or German), 
and it became a central tenet of modern liberalism. lt was also central 
to the theological writings of the young Hegel and to the criticism of 
religion of the Young Hegelians.? Through them it entered into Weber’s 
church-sect typology. When a religion becomes disestablished, when it 
loses its compulsory institutional character, it becomes a voluntary reli- 
gious association, either a sect or a “free church.” Once freedom of 
religion is established, moreover, from the perspective of the now secular 
state all religions, churches, and sects turn into denominations. This 
process—and this is another of the central claims of this study—is also 
a modern structural trend that has the same kind of “providential” force 
which Tocqueville attributed to democratization, or, one could add, 
which Marx attributed to proletarianization and Weber to bureaucrati- 
zation. These are all modern, in the long run irresistible, structural 
trends.* 

It stands to reason that churches may prefer to resist this trend, sects 
may prefer to withdraw into separate fundamentalist isolation, and states 
may still find it useful to master established religions for the sake of 
integration of their political communities. In my view, the study offers 
adequate empirical evidence in support of the claim that the long, pro- 
tracted, and, in some places like Spain, tragically disastrous resistance 
of the Catholic church to the modern structural trend of differentiation 
of church and state, and of the religious and political communities, has 
come to an end. The Catholic church’s declaration of religious freedom 
at Vatican II and the subsequent acceptance of the constitutional separa- 
tion of church and state in newly established democratic regimes 
throughout the Catholic world offer indirect and direct confirmation of 
the “providential” character of this modern structural trend, at least 
for the time being and for the area under study here, that is, Western 
Christendom and its colonial outposts. 

But the decline of religious beliefs and practices is manifestly not a 
modern structural trend, although it is very clearly a dominant historical 
trend in many modern Western, particularly European, societies. It is 
this second connotation of the modern process of secularization that is 
most questionable as a theoretical and as a general empirical proposition, 
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and that has led many sociologists of religion to question uncritically 
and unjustifiably the entire theory of secularization. Although the present 
study does not attempt to validate or elaborate them systematically, 
it presents a series of general propositions it claims can offer a better 
explanation of the differential rates of secularization between, say, West- 
ern Europe and America, or Spain and Poland, than traditional sociologi- 
cal explanations in terms of the correlation between decreasing rates of 
religious beliefs and practices and increasing rates of industrialization, 
urbanization, education, and the like. 

Some of the related propositions presented in the study are that the 
thesis of religious decline has its origins in the Enlightenment critique of 
religion; that this critique was not so much a theoretical statement or an 
empirical proposition as a practical political program; that this practical 
political program was most effective wherever churches had attained 
caesaropapist establishment and were resisting the process of differentia- 
tion and emancipation of the cognitive-scientific, political-practical, or 
aesthetic-expressive secular spheres from religious and ecclesiastical tute- 
lage; that in such cases the Enlightenment critique of religion was usually 
adopted by social movements and political parties, becoming in the pro- 
cess a self-fulfilling prophecy; that once in power those movements and 
parties tended to translate the theory into applied state policies, in ex- 
treme cases enforcing and administering through violent coercion the 
process of secularization from above. 

In very simple terms it could be said that the more religions resist the 
process of modern differentiation, that is, secularization in the first sense, 
the more they will tend in the long run to suffer religious decline, that 
is, secularization in the second sense. Since strictly speaking this is a 
study of public religions, it says very little about the types and nature of 
modern private religions, about the character and modes of self- 
reproduction of the modern differentiated religious sphere. But tenta- 
tively one could offer the related proposition that those religions, by 
contrast, which early on accept and embrace the modern principle of 
differentiation will also tend to accept the modern denominational prin- 
ciple of voluntarism and will be in a better position both to survive the 
modern process of differentiation and to adopt some form of evangelical 
revivalism as a successful method of religious self-reproduction in a free 
religious market. This, at least, seems to be the effective lesson of Ameri- 
can religious “exceptionalism.” 

The lesson of Polish exceptionalism, by contrast—Poland being like 
the United States a highly industrialized, urbanized, and educated society 
with uncommonly high rates of religious practice and belief—seems to 
be that it is not resistance to modern differentiation per se which weakens 
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religious institutions but, rather, resistance from a position of political 
or social establishment. When the resistance comes from a disestablished 
hierocratic institution opposing a process of differentiation that is being 
carried out by a state power which lacks societal legitimacy, then the 
resistance to secularization may be associated with societal resistance to 
illegitimate state power and such a resistance may actually strengthen 
hierocratic religious institutions.‘ 

Finally, with respect to the third subthesis of the secularization para- 
digm, it is the major purpose and thrust of this study to show both 
theoretically and empirically that privatization is not a modern structural 
trend. In other words, this study has tried to show that there can be and 
that there are public religions in the modern world which do not need 
to endanger either modern individual freedoms or modern differentiated 
structures. It is true that, like religious decline, privatization is also a 
dominant historical trend in many societies, usually in the same ones 
which experience religious decline, both processes being interrelated. But 
privatization is not a modern structural trend but, rather, a historical 
option. To be sure, it seems to be a modern “preferred option,” but it 
is an option nonetheless. 

Privatization is preferred internally from within religion as a result of 
modern processes of religious rationalization. This preference is evinced 
by general pietistic trends, by processes of religious individuation, and 
by the reflexive nature of modern religion. Privatization is determined 
externally by structural trends of differentiation which tend to constrain 
religion into a differentiated, circumscribed, marginalized, and largely 
“invisible” religious sphere. But equally important, privatization is man- 
dated ideologically by liberal categories of thought which permeate not 
only political ideologies and constitutional theories but the entire struc- 
ture of modern Western thought. 

For that reason, sociological theories and liberal political analysis 
have found it difficult to conceptualize properly and to comprehend that 
new phenomenon which 1 call the deprivatization of modern religion. 
The explanations one usually finds of the public character of many reli- 
gions in the modern world are of two kinds. There are, on the one hand, 
utilitarian secularist explanations which reduce the phenomenon either 
to an instrumental mobilization of available religious resources for non- 
religious purposes or to an instrumental adaptation of religious institu- 
tions to the new secular environment. There are, on the other hand, 
secular-humanist explanations which tend to interpret religious mobili- 
zation either as fundamentalist antimodern reactions of hierocratic insti- 
tutions unwilling to give up their privileges or as the reactionary mobili- 
zation of traditionalist groups resisting modernization. Undoubtedly, 
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many contemporary forms of religious mobilization may have such a 
character, but the deprivatization of modern religion cannot be reduced 
to any of those significations. Indeed, such explanations prefer to ignore 
the intrinsically religious character of the phenomenon and the norma- 
tive challenge it presents to residual rationalist, secularist understandings 
of modernity. As will be shown shortly, a third type of explanation, the 
“return of the sacred,” though more adequate in trying to come to terms 
with the specific and permanent nature of religion as a social phenome- 
non, also fails to capture the particularly historical, noncyclical character 
of the new phenomenon. 

The partly theoretical, partly typological discussion of private and 
public religions in chapter 2 has been an attempt to develop a new 
analytical framework with which to tackle the historical dynamics of 
privatization and deprivatization of religion from a new perspective. The 
analysis proceeds in four steps. First, from the perspective of a broad 
historical sociology of religion it examines the built-in tensions between 
private and public religions by counterposing the Durkheimian function- 
alist perspective of social integration and the Weberian phenomenologi- 
cal perspective of salvational meaning at three different levels of analy- 
sis—the interactive, the organizational, and the societal levels, The 
analysis tries to show that religion cannot be reduced to any of the two 
poles. Religion always transcends any privatistic, autistic reality, serving 
to integrate the individual into an intersubjective, public, and communal 
“world.” Simultaneously, however, religion always transcends any par- 
ticular community cult, serving to free the individual from any particular 
“world” and to integrate that same individual into a transsocial, cosmic 
reality. Goffman’s private/public distinction serves to illustrate the same 
tension, now from the perspective of modern religion, between the ““in- 
visible” religion of the self and associational denominationalism. 

Next, the liberal and the civic-republican private/public distinctions 
are counterposed to one another in order to show how each of them 
alone is unable to categorize the new phenomenon of deprivatization of 
religion: the liberal perspective because it insists on the need to confine 
religion to a private sphere, fearing that public religions must necessarily 
threaten individual freedoms and secular differentiated structures; the 
civic-republican perspective because, while correctly stressing the rele- 
vance of public religions for intersubjective normative structures (‘‘the 
common good”), for civic virtue, and political participation, like the 
liberal perspective, it also conceives of public or civil religions in premod- 
ern terms as coextensive with the political or societal community. 

The next step is the introduction of a Habermasian discursive model 
of the public sphere and of recent theories of civil society which have 
incorporated reflexively the experience of recent transitions to democ- 
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racy in Southern Europe, Eastern Europe, and Latin America and which 
operate with a tripartite analytical division of the polity into state, politi- 
cal society, and civil society.? This move allows both the construction of 
a typology of public religions based on this tripartite division and the 
conceptualization of a modern form of public religion characterized by 
the public intervention of religion in the undifferentiated public sphere 
of civil society. The result is a conception of modern public religion 
which is compatible with liberal freedoms and with modern structural 
and cultural differentiation. 

Finally, the analysis incorporates Seyla Benhabib’s synthesis of a radi- 
cal proceduralist discursive model of the public sphere with a feminist 
critique of the privatization of gender and the feminine sphere.* Such a 
move allows us to view the deprivatization of religion in analogical terms 
as an agonic resistance to attempts to confine religion and morality to a 
private sphere (“home”) and as a normative critique of the amoral public 
sphere of “‘work’’—economic and state institutions. As in the case of 
feminism, this dual normative critique leads to a dual challenge of estab- 
lished boundaries, The deprivatization of religion has a double significa- 
tion here in that it simultaneously introduces publicity, that is, intersub- 
jective norms into the private sphere (analogous to the feminist dictum 
“the personal is political”), and morality into the public sphere of state 
and economy (the principle of the “common good” as a normative 
criterion). 

Before indicating how this analytical framework for the study of pub- 
lic religions is used in the case studies, a few methodological comments 
are in order. As already mentioned, the case studies tell five different 
stories of the transformation of public religions on the roads to moder- 
nity. It is true that the comparative studies use the analytical framework 
developed in the first theoretical part, serve to illustrate the typology of 
public religions developed in chapter 2, and, in my view, serve to sub- 
stantiate the main theoretical propositions concerning secularization and 
deprivatization. Nevertheless, this is not the sole or primary purpose 
of the comparative studies, On the one hand, the theoretical-analytical 
framework, since it examines the general conditions of possibility for 
modern public religions, is broader and more general than each and all 
the particular case studies. These particular case studies cannot and are 
not meant to prove any general theory. On the other hand, however, 
each of the case studies transcends the theoretical-analytical framework. 
In other words, the stories were not framed for theoretical-analytical 
purposes. I have tried to respect as much as possible the complexity and 
diversity of the different historical realities, avoiding the temptation to 
impose any homogenizing interpretive scheme upon them.’ 

I do not view history or social reality as a source of data for theory 
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building, as a field laboratory for theory testing, or as a means to the 
advancement of scientific sociology. 1 view sociology, rather, as a source 
of theoretical concepts and analytical tools for the comparative historical 
interpretation of social reality and for the collective self-understanding 
of the present. The aim of sociology is to understand ourselves—that is, 
the historical actors and the practical contexts of individual and collec- 
tive action—better. Consequently, the case studies were not constructed 
in such a way that they would best confirm any theory or illustrate any 
typology. They were meant to illuminate different contexts of action for 
actors and observers alike. The ability to throw new light upon a known 
reality I consider the ultimate test of the relevance of this or any sociolog- 
ical study. Typologies can be constructed from various points of view. 
This study has constructed a particular typology of public religions using 
the tripartite division of the modern democratic polity into state, political 
society, and civil society. Since to each of these levels there corresponds 
a different form of public sphere, there can be in principle public religions 
at the state level, public religions active in political society, and public 
religions which participate in the public sphere of civil society. As already 
indicated, the purpose of this particular typology is to facilitate the analy- 
sis of those forms of public religion which are compatible with modern 
individual freedoms and with modern differentiated structures. Other 
purposes would have required the construction of other typologies and 
the choice of other case studies. 

Some of the varieties of public religion illuminated by this typology 
and illustrated by the case studies are as follows: 

a) At the state level: established state churches, of which the Spanish 
Catholic church may serve as the paradigmatic example, and national 
churches in search of a state, of which the Polish church may serve as 
an equally illustrative paradigm. 

b) At the political society level: on the one hand, one may consider 
the whole range of religious movements resisting disestablishment and 
the differentiation of the secular spheres (e.g., the mobilization of Span- 
ish Catholicism against the liberal revolution and against the First and 
Second Spanish Republics; and the Protestant crusades to Christianize 
the American Constitution or common law) or the mobilizations and 
countermobilizations of religious groups and confessional parties against 
other religions or against secularist movements and parties (e.g., Catholic 
Action in Spain, Poland, and Brazil in the 1930s; the Catholic Electoral 
League (LEC) in Brazil or the Confederation of Autonomous Parties 
of the Right (CEDA) during the Second Spanish Republic; Christian 
Democratic parties; American Protestant nativist parties and move- 
ments; the electoral mobilization of Catholic immigrants; and the elec- 
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toral mobilization of Protestant fundamentalism against “secular hu- 
manism””); on the other hand, one could mention religious groups 
mobilized in defense of religious freedom (Catholic mobilization in Com- 
munist Poland); religious institutions demanding the rule of law and the 
legal protection of human and civil rights, or protecting the mobilization 
of civil society and defending the institutionalization of democratic re- 
gimes (Catholic churches in Spain, Poland, and Brazil). 

c) At the civil society level: one may distinguish between hegemonic 
civil religions (e.g., Evangelical Protestantism in nineteenth-century 
America) and the public intervention of religious groups, either agoni- 
cally (e.g., the anti-abortion movement) or discursively (e.g., the Catholic 
bishops’ Pastoral Letters) in the undifferentiated public sphere of civil 
society. 

It has been maintained throughout this study that ultimately only 
public religions at the level of civil society are consistent with modern 
universalistic principles and with modern differentiated structures. 
Strictly speaking, established state religions are “public” only in one 
of three senses: (a) in the premodern medieval sense of “representative 
publicness,” the public representational role of the Polish Primate as 
Interrex or the role of the British monarch as head of the caesaropapist 
Church of England being cases in point; (b) in the early modern etatist 
sense of being an administrative appendage of the absolutist caesaropap- 
ist state and thus partaking of the “public authority” of state insti- 
tutions—here one could distinguish confessional states proper such as 
authoritarian Catholic regimes and the established churches of noncon- 
fessional democratic states such as the Scandinavian Lutheran churches; 
and (c) in the sense of mobilizational religions taking over the modern 
state and its legal framework and shaping it in a theocratic-totalitarian 
direction, the fusion of clerical Catholic and fascist elements in the early 
mobilizational phase of the Franco regime being a stunted prototype, 
the Shi'ite hierocratic revolutionary regime in Iran being a more fully 
developed type.® 

The first two forms of “publicness,” the “publicness of representa- 
tion” and the “publicness of administrative state authority,” do not con- 
stitute a modern public sphere in the modern sense of a discursive or 
agonic space in principle open to all citizens and all issues.? The men- 
tioned examples of the caesaropapist British monarch and the established 
Scandinavian churches are rather residual anachronisms which are com- 
patible with the separate institution of a modern democratic public 
sphere. Mobilizational state religions, by contrast, are forms of deprivati- 
zation of modern religion which create a totalitarian participatory pub- 
licness that tends to destroy the very boundaries between the private and 
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public spheres by infringing upon private rights (freedom of conscience 
being the most sacred of private rights) and destroying public liberties 
(freedom of speech being the constitutive principle of a modern public 
sphere). 

Practically all the examples of mobilized public religion at the political 
society level mentioned above are transitional types. In the first group 
belong all types of public religion mobilized either to resist secularization 
or to counteract secularist movements and parties. This study contends 
that the age of secular-religious cleavages, of struggles over the historical 
process of modern secularization, has basically come to an end in the 
historical area of Western Christendom. As the Catholic church has fi- 
nally accepted the legitimacy of the modern structural trend of secular- 
ization, that is, has accepted voluntarily disestablishment, and a mutual 
rapprochement between religious and secular humanism has taken place, 
the raison d'étre of this type of mobilized political religion tends to 
disappear. As churches transfer the defense of their particularistic privi- 
lege (libertas ecclesiae) to the human person and accept the principle of 
religious freedom as a universal human right, they are for the first time 
in a position to enter the public sphere anew, this time to defend the 
institutionalization of modern universal rights, the creation of a modern 
public sphere, and the establishment of democratic regimes. This is what 
I call the transformation of the church from a state-oriented to a society- 
oriented institution. Churches cease being or aspiring to be state compul- 
sory institutions and become free religious institutions of civil society. 
Insofar as the churches and their secular allies are successful in their 
struggles against authoritarian states, this type of mobilized political 
religion also loses its raison d’étre—unless the churches resist full secu- 
larization and a new cycle of religious-secular cleavages, and mobiliza- 
tions and countermobilizations begins. Of the case studies analyzed in 
this book, today such a scenario seems plausible, although unlikely, only 
in Poland. 

The last cases of religion “going public” or taking a public stand for 
the sake of defending the very right to a modern public sphere already 
constitute examples of what I term the deprivatization of modern reli- 
gion. As used throughout this study, the term deprivatization has three 
different connotations, one polemical, the other two descriptive. The 
term is used first of all polemically against those versions of the theory 
of secularization and those liberal political theories that prescribe the 
privatization of religion as a modern structural trend necessary to safe- 
guard modern liberties and differentiated structures. This study has 
shown that such an indiscriminate position against all forms of public 
religion is unfounded, that there are some forms of deprivatization of 
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religion which may be justifiable and even desirable from a modern 
normative perspective. 

I admit to a certain uneasiness in coining and using such a unrefined 
neologism as deprivatization. But the barbarism may be justified as long 
as the term maintains its polemical value, that is, as long as it is not 
widely recognized that religions in the modern world are free to enter 
or not to enter the public sphere, to maintain more privatistic or more 
communal and public identities. Privatization and deprivatization are, 
therefore, historical options for religions in the modern world. Some 
religions will be induced by tradition, principle, and historical circum- 
stances to remain basically private religions of individual salvation. Cer- 
tain cultural traditions, religious doctrinal principles, and historical cir- 
cumstances, by contrast, will induce other religions to enter, at least 
occasionally, the public sphere. 

Besides its polemical connotation, however, the term has been used 
in this study to describe two different kinds of move or relocation of 
religion. The active role of the Catholic church in processes of democrati- 
zation in Spain, Poland, and Brazil marks the passage from a nonmodern 
etatist (Spain), representational (Poland), or corporatist (Brazil) form of 
publicity to the modern public sphere of civil society. In these cases the 
descriptive connotation is somewhat misleading since we are not dealing 
so much with a move from the private to the public sphere as with a 
change in the type of publicity. The descriptive connotation of the term 
deprivatization is properly speaking only appropriate for cases such as 
the public mobilization of Protestant fundamentalism or the public inter- 
ventions of the American Catholic bishops, both of which represent a 
move by religion from the private to the public sphere. 

Nonetheless, despite the possible misunderstandings that may result 
from using the same term somewhat inaccurately for such different con- 
notations, I think that it is appropriate and valid to maintain the term 
in order to call attention to the fact that these three diverse connotations 
of the term deprivatization may also be viewed as interrelated aspects of 
the historically new phenomenon analyzed in this study. Namely, it is 
my contention that the rejection by certain religious traditions of the 
privatized role to which they were being relegated by secularist modern- 
ization theories and by liberal political theories, that the role of the 
Catholic church in processes of democratization, and that the public 
interventions of religion in the public sphere of modern civil societies 
can no longer be viewed simply as antimodern religious critiques of 
modernity. They represent, rather, new types of immanent normative 
critiques of specific forms of institutionalization of modernity which pre- 
suppose precisely the acceptance of the validity of the fundamental values 
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and principles of modernity, that is, individual freedoms and differenti- 
ated structures. In other words, they are immanent critiques of particular 
forms of modernity from a modern religious point of view. 

As already mentioned, deprivatization in the sense of relocation of 
religion from a premodern form of publicness to the public sphere of 
civil society is a transitional phase which is conditioned by the very 
success of the move. Paradoxically, once the move has succeeded with 
the consolidation of a democratic regime, there is built-in pressure to- 
ward the privatization of religion. As the analysis of the Brazilian transi- 
tion has indicated, this pressure toward the privatization of religion 
comes from four different sources: 

a) There is a general trend toward the demobilization and privatiza- 
tion of civil society once “the hour of civil society” and its mobilized 
resistance against the authoritarian state passes and political society and 
its forms of representation and mediation by professional political elites 
become institutionalized, 

b) Also noticeable are new Vatican directives and efforts to tame 
and control the public interventions of national Catholic churches and 
“progressive” Catholic groups, to restrain and regain control of the pro- 
cess of aggiornamento from above, and to remind pastoral agents of 
their primarily “pastoral” professional tasks and duties. Naturally, this 
is a particularly Roman Catholic conjunctural pressure, associated with 
the so-called project of “restoration” of Pope John Paul Il and Cardinal 
Ratzinger. Undoubtedly, the internal hegemonic struggles between the 
Catholic left and the Catholic right are relevant in understanding this 
pressure.!° But it is shortsighted to view the Vatican directives solely in 
this ideological light. They are better understood if viewed from the 
perspective of what John A. Coleman has called the institutional dynam- 
ics of raison d'église, that is, by the “organizational imperatives and 
predicaments” confronting a universal church which has finally accepted 
the structure of the modern world.!! Surely, given the transnational, 
hierarchic, bureaucratic, and centralized character of the Catholic 
church, the Vatican attempt to regain administrative and doctrinal cen- 
tralized control can easily be understood. But the Catholic church has 
to face two additional organizational imperatives which are connected 
with modern structural conditions and which also press toward pri- 
vatization. 

c) Under conditions of modern religious freedom the Catholic church 
is likely to face competition either from other religions or from secular 
worldviews. In order to face this competition successfully the Catholic 
church, while still counting on a large reservoir of traditional cultural 
allegiance among large sectors of the faithful, will have to learn from 
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the American experience, concentrate on its pastoral tasks, and develop 
some form of voluntary, denominational, revivalist expression to repro- 
duce itself successfully as a private religion of individual salvation. The 
Spanish example shows that in some places it may be too late to learn 
the American lesson, as Spanish Catholicism has joined general Western 
European secularizing trends, that is, has undergone a sharp decline of 
religious beliefs and practices. 

d) Given modern structural conditions, if the Catholic church wants 
to maintain its universalist claims as a church, it will have to learn to 
live with social and cultural pluralism both outside and specially inside 
the church. This means that to maintain its viability as a private religion 
it will have to cater to the various pastoral needs of increasingly diverse 
Catholic groups, while to maintain its effectiveness as a public religion 
its public interventions will have to be and appear nonpartisan and non- 
denominational; that is, they will have to be framed in a universalistic 
language. This by no means precludes a “preferential option for the 
poor” or a continuation of the traditional Catholic opposition to abor- 
tion. On the contrary, it is the moral obligation to protect human life 
and to demand universal access to discourse, justice, and welfare that 
requires that the Universal Church take such a position or such an op- 
tion. But most important, whichever position or option it takes, the 
church will have to justify it through open, public, rational discourse in 
the public sphere of civil society. Moreover, as the lesson of American 
Catholicism indicates, the church will have to learn to let all the faithful 
participate in the constant elaboration and reformulation of its norma- 
tive teachings and allow for different practical judgments as to how to 
interpret those normative teachings in concrete circumstances. 

As already indicated, privatization and deprivatization are historical 
options for modern religions. It has not been the intention of this study 
to counter the general, teleological theory of privatization with a general, 
teleological theory of deprivatization. To claim that we are witnessing a 
historical process of deprivatization of modern religion does not mean 
to imply that this is a new, general, historical trend. Indeed, it would be 
foolish to attempt to predict how general and how permanent this histor- 
ical trend will turn out to be. The inclusion of the study of Spanish 
Catholicism, not intended originally, was meant to check any teleological 
impulse from author or reader to conceive deprivatization as a general 
historical reversal of processes of secularization. The Spanish lesson 
seems to be that, in some places, traditional theories of secularization in 
its triple connotation of structural differentiation, religious decline, and 
privatization of religion are still empirically valid. The advantage of the 
comparative historical analytical framework for the study of seculariza- 
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tion developed here derives precisely from the fact that it is dynamic 
and flexible enough to be able to account for very different patterns of 
secularization and to be open to the varieties of ways in which different 
religions in different settings respond to modern structural trends of 
differentiation. 

The claim that deprivatization is a historical option precludes the 
possibility of predicting the way in which any particular religion is going 
to respond. But on the basis of some evidence from the case studies and 
on some general theoretical assumptions, one could at least infer some 
of the conditioning factors that may be conducive to the intervention of 
religion in the modern public sphere. 

The first condition is almost tautological. Only those religions which 
either by doctrine or by cultural tradition have a public, communal iden- 
tity will want to assume public roles and resist the pressure to become 
solely or even primarily private “invisible” religions of individual salva- 
tion. Particularly, those religions which, after abandoning their identities 
as compulsory institutions, maintain their identities as churches—in the 
dual Durkheimian-Hegelian sense of ethical community and in the We- 
berian sense of having universalist salvational claims—will tend more 
likely than not also to claim the right and duty to assume public roles. 
This tendency will be the more pronounced the more such religions have 
a historical tradition of assuming prominent public roles. 

The Spanish case shows, however, that neither doctrine nor historical 
tradition are per se sufficient for a religion to be able to maintain an 
effective public presence in modern civil societies, unless it is also able 
to maintain a dynamic and vital profile as a private religion of salvation. 
It is unlikely that a religion weakened by the process of secularization, 
which has suffered serious decline, will be able to withstand the pressures 
of privatization. This is the reason why cyclical theories of the return of 
the sacred or cyclical theories of religious revivals are ultimately flawed. 

The two best-known variants, Daniel Bell’s prediction of the return 
of the sacred and Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge’s general theory 
of secularization, revival, and cult formation, despite significant differ- 
ences are both predicated on the assumption that functional need—in 
Bell’s case the universal and permanent anthropological need for mean- 
ing, in Stark and Bainbridge’s case the need for supernatural compensa- 
tion—is the mother of religious invention.!? If the assumption were cor- 
rect, the sacred should have returned and religious revivals or the birth 
of new religions should have occurred there, where secularization had 
gone the furthest and the absence of religion created the greatest need. 
Accordingly, we should have witnessed religious revivals in highly secu- 
larized societies such as Sweden, England, France, Uruguay, and Russia. 
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Yet the public resurgence of religion took place in places such as Poland, 
the United States, Brazil, Nicaragua, and Iran, all places which can 
hardly be characterized as secularized wastelands. What we witnessed 
in the 1980s was not the birth of new religions or the return of the sacred 
where religious traditions had dried up but, rather, the revitalization and 
reformation of old living traditions and the assumption of public roles 
by precisely those religious traditions which both theories of seculariza- 
tion and cyclical theories of religious revival had assumed were becoming 
ever more privatized and irrelevant in the modern world. 

There is a third conditioning factor which both facilitates and induces 
religions to assume public roles, namely, the contemporary global con- 
text of action. Under conditions of globalization religions will tend to 
assume public roles whenever their identity as universal transsocial reli- 
gions is reinforced by their actual situation as transnational religious 
regimes. In the case of Catholicism, the interrelated dynamics of global- 
ization and public involvement of the various national churches in their 
particular societies has been obvious since the 1960s. Vatican II, the first 
truly global council, made the Roman church aware of its global reach 
and induced it to think globally. Simultaneously, however, the inner- 
worldly turn of the Vatican aggiornamento led each national church to 
greater secular involvement in its particular society and to translate the 
universal Catholic message both literally and figuratively into the ver- 
nacular. 

Two interrelated, only apparently contradictory, processes became 
noticeable throughout the Catholic world. There was, on the one hand, 
a strengthening of the process of centralization of the Roman Papacy, a 
long secular process which in its modern form has its origins in the 
Vatican’s defensive response to the French Revolution and to the sub- 
sequent liberal revolutions spreading throughout Europe and Latin 
America. Vatican 11 produced not only administrative and doctrinal cen- 
tralization but also the homogenization and globalization of Catholic 
culture, at least among the elites, throughout the Catholic world. On the 
other hand, Vatican Il and the subsequent institutionalization of national 
bishops’ conferences also reinforced a parallel process of decentralization 
and ‘‘nationalization” of Catholic churches, that is, of centralization at 
the national level, which in most places was begun by Catholic Action. 

It was this combination of globalization, nationalization, secular 
involvement, and voluntary disestablishment that led to the change of 
orientation from state to society and permitted the church to play a 
key role in processes of democratization. The national churches stopped 
viewing themselves as integrative community cults of the national state 
and adopted a new transnational, global identity which permitted them 
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to confront prophetically both the national state and the given social 
order, The study of American Catholicism indicated a similar transfor- 
mation of identity from an affirmative, integrative American civil religion 
to a new type of critical, globally oriented public Catholicism. It is the 
new tension between a global orientation to human civil society and 
public involvement in the public sphere of a particular civil society that 
best explains the new dynamics of deprivatization. 

Even in the case of Protestant fundamentalism one can observe a 
similar dynamic combination of globalization, nationalization, and secu- 
lar involvement. Fundamentalist global thinking had a dual source in 
the global reach of evangelical missionary efforts and in premillennial 
apocalyptic visions of Armageddon, both of which awakened a keen 
interest among fundamentalists in American foreign policy and world 
politics, now viewed from the biblical perspective of the history of salva- 
tion. Underneath their sectarian rejection of modern America, fundamen- 
talists had kept latent their intense Americanism and their faith in Amer- 
ica’s millennial destiny. Thus, once it came, the call to national revival, 
to turn America around and to become involved in a new Christian 
crusade, was eagerly heard. The direction taken by deprivatization in 
this particular case was a return from sectarian exile back to reestablish- 
ment as the hegemonic American civil religion. 

Roland Robertson has argued convincingly that ongoing processes of 
globalization in the dual sense of the emergence of global humankind 
and the emergence of a global system of societies entail the relativization 
of the personal identity of the self in reference to humankind as a whole, 
the relativization of membership in any particular national society by 
reference to global humanity, and the relativization of particular national 
societies from the perspective of the world system of societies." 

Not surprisingly, global and transnational religions are well situated 
when it comes to responding to the challenges or taking advantage of 
the opportunities presented by processes of globalization. Perhaps the 
most significant new global development of the last twenty years has 
been the crisis of absolutist principles of state sovereignty and raison 
d’état and the emergence of global dynamics of democratization. Among 
some of the related developments are the collapse of the system of social- 
ist states, the global defeat of national security doctrines, the crisis of 
the established principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of 
nation-states, and the crisis of state-led models of economic development 
and societal modernization. New dynamics of civil society formation 
both intrasocietally and globally have played no small part in those 
developments, while churches and religious movements have played a 
crucial role both in the revitalization of particular civil societies and in 
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the emergence of a global civil society. It is not surprising that the crisis 
of territorial state sovereignty and the expansion of a global civil society 
offer special opportunities to a transnational religious regime like the 
Catholic church which had always found it difficult to reconcile its iden- 
tity as a catholic-universal church with the reality of the modern system 
of territorial sovereign states.'* Paradoxically, the old gods and the old 
religions, which according to Durkheim were on their deathbed, have 
been revitalized by becoming the carriers of the process of sacralization 
of humanity that Durkheim himself had announced. 

Only in a very broad sense is it appropriate to attribute the return of 
the old gods to the crisis of their old enemies, Enlightenment rationalism 
and secular modernity. lt is at this level of analysis, however, namely, 
in terms of a crisis of Enlightenment rationalism and of the idea of 
progress, indeed as a crisis of secularity itself, that one may look for an 
explanation of the worldwide character of the contemporary religious 
revival across all civilizations.'° When secular ideologies appear to have 
failed or lost much of their force, religion returns to the public arena as 
a mobilizing or integrating normative force. But it is not religion in the 
abstract which is returning, nor is it returning everywhere. At most, the 
crisis of secularity can serve as a common conditioning factor that allows 
certain religious traditions, which have not yet been weakened exces- 
sively by processes of secularization, to respond in certain ways. 

Moreover, the case studies presented here indicate that what seems 
to precipitate the religious response are different types of state interven- 
tion and administrative colonization of the lifeworld and the private 
sphere. Such a response could be interpreted, therefore, as a defensive 
reaction along lines similar to those used by Habermas to analyze the 
“new social movements.”*” The mobilization of Protestant fundamental- 
ism was clearly a response to state rulings coming from the Supreme 
Court, the Internal Revenue Service, and Congress. Even in the Catholic 
cases, where the internal reformation of the Catholic tradition associated 
with Vatican II was crucial, the role of state penetration as a precipitating 
factor in the transformations of Polish, Latin-American, and U.S. Cathol- 
icism was equally important. 

In Poland, Catholic resistance and church-state conflicts were part of 
the struggle for the right to a private and social sphere free from totalitar- 
ian state intervention. But the transformation of Polish Catholicism 
marks the passage from a struggle centered around the corporatist inter- 
ests of the church as an institution to a struggle first for human and 
national rights and then, after the founding of KOR and the emergence 
of Solidarity, for the rights of civil society to autonomy and self- 
determination. 
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In Latin America, the development of liberation theology was at first 
primarily a response to processes of capitalist expansion and coloniza- 
tion of the traditional lifeworld. But the radicalization of the church as 
an institution and its confrontation with the state throughout Latin 
America were a reaction to the institutionalization of the national secu- 
rity state and its violent penetration of the lifeworld—to the indiscrimi- 
nate violation of human rights, the widespread and systematic use of 
torture, and the rapid increase in the number of “desaparecidos,” victims 
of a new form of state terror. 

Even in the United States, it was the 1973 Supreme Court decision 
legalizing abortion by subsuming it under a woman’s right to privacy 
that galvanized the American Catholic church into the political arena, 
beginning the process that led the bishops to expand the principle of the 
moral protection of human life and of the sacred dignity of the human 
person to the two main subsystems, capitalist markets and sovereign 
states. 

Looking 'particularly at those forms of religious intervention in the 
public sphere which have emerged in an advanced modern society like 
the United States, one could say that the deprivatization of modern reli- 
gion has assumed three main forms. There is, first, the religious mobiliza- 
tion in defense of the traditional lifeworld against various forms of state 
or market penetration. The mobilization of Protestant fundamentalism 
and, to a certain extent, the Catholic mobilization against abortion can 
be seen as examples of this first form of deprivatization. 

The argument presented here has been that even in those cases in 
which religious mobilization could be explained simply as a traditionalist 
response to modern processes of universalization, which are promoted 
or protected by state juridical interventions and which disrupt, for in- 
stance, the traditional patriarchal family or established patterns of racial 
or gender discrimination, the deprivatization of religion may have an 
important public function. By entering the public sphere and forcing the 
public discussion or contestation of certain issues, religions force modern 
societies to reflect publicly and collectively upon their normative struc- 
tures. Naturally, one should not minimize the dangers a traditionalist 
backlash or a fundamentalist project of restoration may pose to modern 
normative structures. But in the very process of entering the modern 
public sphere, religions and normative traditions are also forced to con- 
front and possibly come to terms with modern normative structures. 
Such a public encounter may permit the reflexive rationalization of the 
lifeworld and may open the way for the institutionalization of processes 
of practical rationalization. 

A second form of deprivatization is manifested in those cases in which 
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religions enter the public sphere of modern societies to question and 
contest the claims of the two major societal systems, states and markets, 
to function according to their own intrinsic functionalist norms without 
regard to extrinsic traditional moral norms. By questioning the morality 
of national security doctrines and the inhuman premises of nuclear de- 
fense policies, based on MAD scenarios, ready to sacrifice immeasurable 
numbers of human beings for the sake of state sovereignty and super- 
power supremacy, religions remind both states and their citizens of the 
human need to subordinate the logic of state formation to “the common 
good.” Similarly, by questioning the inhuman claims of capitalist mar- 
kets to function in accordance with impersonal and amoral self- 
regulating mechanisms, religions may remind individuals and societies 
of the need to check and regulate those impersonal market mechanisms 
to ensure that they are accountable for the human, social, and ecological 
damage they may cost and that they may become more responsible to 
human needs. Moreover, transnational religions are in a particularly 
advantageous position to remind all individuals and all societies that 
under modern conditions of globalization ““the common good” can in- 
creasingly be defined only in global, universal, human terms and that, 
consequently, the public sphere of modern civil societies cannot have 
national or state boundaries. 

There is moreover a third form of deprivatization of religion con- 
nected with the obstinate insistence of traditional religions on main- 
taining the very principle of a “common good” against individualist 
modern liberal theories which would reduce the common good to the 
aggregated sum of individual choices. As long as they respect the ultimate 
right and duty of the individual conscience to make moral decisions, by 
bringing into the public sphere issues which liberal theories have decreed 
to be private affairs, religions remind individuals and modern societies 
that morality can only exist as an intersubjective normative structure 
and that individual choices only attain a “moral” dimension when they 
are guided or informed by intersubjective, interpersonal norms. Reduced 
to the private sphere of the individual self, morality must necessarily 
dissolve into arbitrary decisionism. By bringing publicity into the private 
moral sphere and by bringing into the public sphere issues of private 
morality, religions force modern societies to confront the task of recon- 
structing reflexively and collectively their own normative foundations. 
By doing so, they aid in the process of practical rationalization of the 
traditional lifeworld and of their own normative traditions, 

If the thesis presented so far is correct, the recent transformations of 
religion analyzed in this study are qualitatively different from what is 
usually understood as “the return of the sacred.” The deprivatization of 
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religion cannot be understood either as an antimodern or as a postmod- 
ern phenomenon. None of the religious phenomena presented here can 
be viewed meaningfully as instances of the kind of modern privatized 
religiosity which, in my view, is the true harbinger of the postmodern 
condition. All are grounded in that foundational tradition which Richard 
Niebuhr called radical monotheism.** All still publicly uphold universal- 
istic normative and truth claims. The critique of Enlightenment rational- 
ism and of the teleological grand narratives of progress and secular 
redemption—a critique usually associated with postmodern discourse— 
may have legitimated and facilitated, at least indirectly, the rehabilitation 
of those religious traditions which had usually been the target of rational- 
ist critique. Nevertheless, it would be difficult to find either direct links 
or elective affinities between postmodernity and the public resurgence of 
religion.!? As already indicated, it would seem more appropriate to view 
the public interventions of religion analyzed here as immanent critiques 
of particular forms of institutionalization of modernity from a modern 
normative perspective. 

If correct, and beyond the relevance it may have for the sociology of 
religion, such an argument should have further implications for two 
general areas of sociology. In the first place, it may have relevance for 
theories of social integration by suggesting a specifically modern type of 
social integration through the undifferentiated public sphere of civil soci- 
ety. Such a model of modern social integration would present an alterna- 
tive to the customary ways of conceiving social integration either through 
administrative state coordination or through self-regulating market 
mechanisms, through aggregated individual exchanges or through self- 
regulating systemic differentiation. According to this model, modern so- 
cial integration emerges in and through the discursive and agonic partici- 
pation of individuals, groups, social movements, and institutions in a 
public yet undifferentiated sphere of civil society where the collective 
construction and reconstruction, contestation, and affirmation of com- 
mon normative structures—“the common good”—takes place. Unlike 
functionalist theories of normative societal integration, however, such a 
theory does not conceptualize modern civil societies as a homogeneous 
societal community sharing common norms and values but, rather, as a 
space and a process of public social interaction through which common 
norms and solidarities may be constructed and reconstructed. In other 
words, common norms cannot be presupposed as the premise and foun- 
dation of a modern social order but, rather, as the potential and always 
fragile outcome of a process of communicative interaction. Through such 
a process of communicative interaction in the public sphere of modern 
civil societies, normative traditions can be reflexively reconstructed— 
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that is, rationalized—and the differentiated subsystems of modern societ- 
ies can be made responsible to a publicly defined “common good.” By 
going “‘public,” religions as well as other normative traditions can, there- 
fore, contribute to the vitality of such a public sphere. 

It should be obvious that this conception is very close to the theory 
of modern societies developed by Jiirgen Habermas and to theories of 
civil society which build upon his theory.*? Indeed, the main purpose of 
this study has been not so much to revise old theories of secularization 
as to examine the roles which religions and religious movements could 
still play in furthering processes of practical rationalization. In his recon- 
struction of Weber’s Protestant ethic thesis Habermas has postulated the 
counterfactual hypothesis that, had the radical communitarian wing of 
the Reformation been the one to gain hegemony instead of the ascetic 
wing, perhaps instrumental rationalization would not have expanded so 
one-sidedly at the expense of practical rationalization.?! Yet one of the 
conclusions one could derive from the case studies presented here is that, 
in the same way in which the deprivatization of religion raises questions 
for functionalist theories of secularization, what could be called the prac- 
tical-rational potential of those religious movements also raises similar 
questions for Habermas’s secularist theory of modernity. 

The relevant issue here is not whether Habermas himself should or 
should not be interested in religious movements or in the role religion 
could possibly play in the reconstitution of the public sphere. The prob- 
lem is whether Habermas’s rigid theory of modern differentiation leaves 
any room open for such an interest. If religion is only the unity of culture 
before its modern differentiation into the cognitive, the moral-practical, 
and the aesthetic-expressive spheres, then religion is only an anachronism 
or a residue without much relevance or future. Religion may have a 
relevant past, as shown by Habermas’s own counterfactual hypothesis 
concerning the radical ethical visions of brotherhood, which were, how- 
ever, excluded historically by the institutionalized selectivity of capitalist 
modernity. Religion may even have a present in Habermas’s theory in 
protecting defensively what little is left of traditional lifeworlds from 
state administrative penetration and from capitalist colonization. But 
religion has no future. In Habermas’s model, conventional religion ought 
to be superseded by postconventional secular morality. 

In addition to the obvious cognitive question concerning the empirical 
adequacy of such a theory in accounting for ongoing historical processes, 
there are two issues of practical relevance for those interested in advanc- 
ing what Habermas calls “the unfinished project of modernity.” The first 
issue has to do with the old problem of theory and practice. If, as Marx 
put it, “it is not enough that thought should strive to realize itself; reality 
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must itself strive towards thought,” could it be the case here that “the 
philosophical head” is not attentive enough to its own “heart,” to what 
could become “its material weapon”??? Put in more Weberian terms, 
there is a need to identify the historical carriers of processes of moral- 
practical rationalization. Following Habermas’s critique of Weber’s 
nearly exclusive emphasis upon processes of instrumental rationaliza- 
tion, one could say that Weber’s greatest contribution—the discovery of 
the crucial historical relevance of the economic ethics of the world reli- 
gions for differential processes of instrumental rationalization—may 
have predisposed him to neglect the importance of the political ethics of 
the world religions for processes of moral-practical rationalization. What 
Weber said about “economic ethics,” however, ought to be applicable 
also to “political ethics”: 


This term does not bring into focus the ethical theories of theological compendia; 
for however important such compendia may be under certain circumstances, 
they merely serve as tools of knowledge. The term “economic ethic” points to 
the practical impulses for action which are founded in the psychological and 
pragmatic contexts of religions.” 


One should, therefore, distinguish between cognitive, intellectual con- 
tributions to moral-practical discourse and the historical institutionaliza- 
tion of moral-practical principles and norms. If Peter Brown was correct 
in pointing out that, while early Christianity may have made almost no 
innovation in moral matters, nonetheless it played a crucial historical 
role by “democratizing” the philosophers’ upper-class culture and by 
putting into practice “what pagan and Jewish moralists had already 
begun to preach,”?* then one may offer the conjecture, partially sup- 
ported by the case studies presented in this work, that today as always 
religious organizations and religious movements continue to play similar 
historical roles. In three of the five cases studied here, religious move- 
ments and organizations played direct, immediate roles in processes of 
democratization. In the other two cases, religion played some role in 
enlivening the public sphere of civil society either directly, by raising 
publicly normative issues concerning the systemic functioning of the ad- 
ministrative state and the capitalist economy, or indirectly, by reacting 
to processes of administrative or juridical penetration of the lifeworld 
and, thereby, opening up for public debate normative issues concerning 
the very structure of the modern lifeworld. 

In principle, there is neither need nor reason to privilege religion as 
the sole’or main, direct or indirect carrier of processes of moral-practical 
rationalization. In the modern world, other secular movements and orga- 
nizations have been, are, and will likely continue to be at least as impor- 
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tant carriers as religion. Therefore, it is not necessarily the case that 
without religion the public square must be “naked.” But the actual 
continuous presence of religion in most moral-practical struggles of the 
modern world, frequently on both sides of every issue, tends to indicate 
that there is also no reason, other than secularist or rationalist prejudice 
and the conviction that there can be no such a thing as a “modern,” that 
is, postconventional religion, why in principle a theory of moral-practical 
rationalization should systematically neglect religion. 

This points precisely to a second practical issue, namely, to the danger 
of elitist, rationalist bias. Although some recent trends in the self- 
conceptualization of science and the self-understanding of professional 
scientific identities tend to put into question any rigid separation even 
at this level, nonetheless one could argue that at least when it comes to 
the cognitive sphere, one still needs to maintain a clear and rigid separa- 
tion between science and religion.*? For instance, there may be room for 
“belief” in creation or for symbolic, even mythical, language concerning 
the cosmos. But there can be no such thing as “creation science.” But 
when it comes to the moral-practical and the subjective-expressive 
spheres, one may wonder whether such a rigid, clear-cut differentiation 
is possible, necessary, or helpful. One may justifiably question whether 
a theory which so clearly privileges intellectual rational discourse and a 
tradition of thought which so clearly privileges the aesthetic realm may 
not be oblivious to the fact that for ordinary people in most societies 
throughout the world religion and religious traditions continue to be an 
accessible and legitimate vehicle for moral-practical reflection and for 
innersubjective expression. In any case, before discarding contemporary 
religious movements as either anachronistic or purely defensive reac- 
tions, one would need to prove that ultimately there is incompatibility 
between religion and modern structures of consciousness. 

I would agree, of course, that only a religion which has incorporated 
as its own the central aspects of the Enlightenment critique of religion 
is in a position today to play a positive role in furthering processes of 
practical rationalization. Only a religious tradition which reformulates 
its relationship to modernity by incorporating reflexively the three di- 
mensions of the Enlightenment critique of religion—the cognitive cri- 
tique of traditional religious worldviews, the moral-practical critique of 
religious ideologies of legitimation, and the subjective-expressive critique 
of religious asceticism and alienation—while upholding publicly the sa- 
cred values of modernity, that is, human life and freedom, may contrib- 
ute to the revitalization of the modern public sphere. But the very resur- 
gence or reassertion of religious traditions may be viewed as a sign of 
the failure of the Enlightenment to redeem its own promises in each of 


234 Chapter 8 


these spheres. Religious traditions are now confronting the differentiated 
secular spheres, challenging them to face their own obscurantist, ideolog- 
ical, and inauthentic claims. In many of these confrontations, it is religion 
which, as often as not, appears to be on the side of human enlightenment. 

Western modernity has lost some of its haughty self-assurance and is 
beginning to manifest some doubts about its arrogant attitude toward 
the other, precisely at a time when the attempt to transcend itself from 
within through socialism has apparently failed. Meanwhile the two dyna- 
mos of modernity, the capitalist market and the administrative state, 
continue their self-propelled march toward a world system, wrecking 
and challenging every premodern tradition and life form that stands in 
their way. Some of these traditions accommodate and accept the private 
niche reserved for them in the cultural marketplace, where they may 
even thrive in the modern or postmodern pantheon. 

Others, particularly non-Western traditions, emboldened by moder- 
nity’s self-doubts, are able to reaffirm their own identity against the 
modern West. If Weber was correct when he argued that ascetic Protes- 
tantism played some role in helping to shape the particular historical 
form which the institutionalization of modern differentiation and the 
privatization of religion assumed in the West, theories of secularization 
and modernization should be open to the possibility that other religions 
may also play some role in institutionalizing their own particular pat- 
terns of secularization. 

Finally, there are those traditions which have maintained an uneasy 
relationship with modernity, partly accommodating, partly recognizing 
some of modernity’s values as their own but refusing to accept the claims 
of the market and the state that moral norms ought not to interfere with 
their systemic logic of self-reproduction through the media of money 
and power. Through their ongoing critical encounter with modernity, 
those traditions may be in a position to further both the processes of 
practical rationalization and the unfinished project of modernity. 

Western modernity is at a crossroads. If it does not enter into a cre- 
ative dialogue with the other, with those traditions which are challenging 
its identity, modernity will most likely triumph. But it may end up being 
devoured by the inflexible, inhuman logic of its own creations. It would 
be profoundly ironic if, after all the beatings it has received from moder- 
nity, religion could somehow unintentionally help modernity save itself. 
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quently with messianic and imperial overtones, the name of an entire continent, 
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that continent. While the attitude behind this linguistic usage is deplorable, I am 
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